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ABSTRACT
Winters-Henderson, Joyce M. MFA The University of Memphis. May 2012
Seedtime, Major Professor: Cary Holladay
Seedtime is a novel. The action takes place in the early 21st century in the small
town of Stonewall, TN. The plot concerns a longtime group of friends, all AfricanAmericans, who’ve decided to open an independent community center.
Complications arise when one of the lead characters, Sophia Ransome,
discovers that her husband Kwame, is involved in an affair with her best friend,
Anita Skinner.
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HOME HOUSE

It started out as a showplace for a local businessman, a way to
demonstrate his importance to the town and his mother-in-law.
Its street face was all chin-in-the-air pride and delicacy; stone lions and
lilac bushes guarded either side of the front door’s walkway. The front room was
lace curtains, hand-waxed hardwood floors and furniture, rugs from across the
ocean, and both the doctor and the minister waiting in the marble-floored
vestibule, hat-in-hand, nervous about their welcome.
And with that, children were born and raised. Babies wearing diapers and
wet, dripping grins lay on blankets on the floor. Learned to walk and raised
bumps flailing into tables and dressers. Grew into children who succeeded or
didn’t at the school down the street. Learned to tie ties, fold handkerchiefs, keep
their business to themselves and lie to teachers and parents.
Boys grew beards and defied the fathers that they were still afraid of and
young women whispered their secrets into older, drooping bosoms. People left
there or got trapped there and sometimes came back there with children hanging
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on or to care for elders who lived shut off in their rooms wondering if anybody
would come and sit with them for a while.
It was home to a family that grew and prospered and then declined a little.
Folks moved into smaller houses in smaller neighborhoods or maybe smaller
houses in larger neighborhoods where they hadn’t been allowed to live before.
Every year or so, for three generations, a child from that house, or a
cousin or other visitor would be caught sneaking into the juke joint on the corner,
and then all the places downtown had to be integrated and the juke joint had
closed.
The high school began to get principles and teachers from other
neighborhoods and nobody believed much in education anymore anyway.
The Liberty Cash and the sundry store bowed to the inevitability of
supermarkets and walmarts. The ragman and iceman, who’d chanted to the clip
clop of mules’ feet and sang bass in the choir, died and the mules died too. The
congregants of the church all lived in other places now.
The only one who was left to know, not from family stories or history
books, or neighborhood folk lore, but from memory was the old lady. She’d been
a baby inside her mother’s belly when her Daddy’d finished the house he’d built
to show off his money and avenge himself on his mother-in-law. She’d lived
beyond the proverbial fourscore and it was time to do something with those
memories.
The town council had refused to make a historical landmark of the old
place, not matter that she’d made sure that it was kept in livable condition. Now
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lately, the children of her nieces and nephews had been after her to sell out. Put
that money in the bank where it could do some good before rates fell any lower.
Of course they were only thinking of her welfare, never mind that they were
looking to be her beneficiaries sometime soon.
Hhmpf. Well. She’d sold it all right. Her relatives would all have strokes
and heart failure when they discovered what little she’d let those hippie folks
have it for.
That one who’d been sent to do all of the negotiating for the group
reminded the grown-up belly baby of herself. A bit. Anyway, that corner of her
mind that hummed “Send in the Clowns” whenever her bones ached under the
weight of the memories stored in them.
Life had tried to beat that one down some if that scar on her otherwise
expensive, perfect face meant anything. Resembled a rose in its way. But then
the old one had a mind that tended to look for roses. Could thank her mother’s
mother, Mamere, for that.
The grandmother’s name had actually been Rose. Almost everything in
her home had either been a dusky red color or covered with the flower itself, from
doily to bed clothes to the rug in her front room. But neither the color nor the
image was in anything she’d chosen for her daughter’s house.
Rose had understood nice things. She did fine sewing and other
needlework for the wealthy women of East Stonewall. Coming in through the
kitchen door she’d have opportunity to examine the hallways, front rooms,
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stairwells and whatever could be glimpsed through open doors on her way up to
the bedrooms where rich women waited for her in their slips.
She’d become familiar with the slide of fine fabrics, the dull glow of
imported woods and gold bands rimming the tableware. Listening to the gossip
and complaints of the women she sewed for, she began to understand that some
of what she saw was considered to be quality and some was not. Some women
were considered to be quality, and some, beneath their finery, were still common.
And separate to itself, she’d always known that some women came in through
back doors to sew and cook and clean. And some did not.
She wanted her daughter, Mattie, to have quality and to be quality. Rose
saved what her employers threw away and spent her evenings repairing and
remaking for her home and child. She wanted the girl to see the world of china
and linen not through the turned-aside eyes of the worker, but with the
complacent appraisal of the owner.
Rose had planned and scraped and worked hard with the intention of
sending her daughter to Memphis, to the college there, where the girl would meet
the sort of beau who read lofty books and would not have his wife working with
her hands.
Mattie had her own plans that flowered as fully as anything planted in a
pot or in the wild. A young man who lived nearby worked in the fields during the
day and in a saloon on Saturday nights. For extra, he caught and sold fish and
loaned out money at an interest. To Mattie he was the untamed earth beyond
the garden’s edge, where things grew by their own design. He promised Rose
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that her daughter would only work in her own home and that it would be the best
of any colored person in all of Stonewall.
The wedding gown had a country mile of lace and a thousand tiny silver
beads. Rose ordered the materials from Nashville, charging them to the account
of a client too rich to know when she was being robbed. The cake, too, came
from the capitol and the ceremony was held at the big new church, not one that
anybody in the wedding party attended. The groom’s father had two gold teeth,
wore a plaid suit and was loud.
Rose’s grief made her bitter and her bitterness gave her a sharp tongue.
She would ever refer to her son-in-law as That Fella, saying that he had the
manners of a brick and hands like one too.
When the promised house was finally erected there were three children
and another on the way.

That last grandchild came two months too early. Mattie and her new baby
lay side by side for weeks, flickering back and forth between the world of the
living and the land of ghosts. It had been Rose, the baby’s Mamere who’d saved
them both. She’d been there from before sunup to near midnight about every
day, working hard to finally anchor child and grandchild in the here and now.
And in reclaiming her descendants she’d also claimed stewardship of the house.
It had happened by circumstance more so than intention. The young
mother’s food had to be cooked just so – healthy, fresh-killed animals, unspoiled
vegetables and no salt. The bedclothes needed daily boiling in herbs and such,
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no lye. With the mother being so puny, there was the baby to be attended to and
fed.
There were also three other children to be fed, with clothes and education
to be seen to. The sickroom had to be kept nice. When Mattie was finally able to
sit up and receive company, there were other matters to attend to - from the
invalid’s hair to the state of the rugs in the entryway.
Even after her daughter was up and around Mamere continued to come
several times a week to make sure that the house remained a healthful place.
She showed up with instructions for everyone and questions about whatever had
happened or failed to happen in her absence.
Three or four days a week, That Fella, the prosperous businessman, sat
at his breakfast and watched his mother-in-law get down from the streetcar along
with his cook and maid. Three old women on their way to work, already
discussing the day’s plan. One of them wore hand-tatted lace and entered
through the front door.
But the house and everyone in it flourished. Even That Fella could see
that. That was a time when banks and the big business people were floundering.
Men from the east side of town, who’d fallen on hard times, would visit him.
They’d enter with the same arrogance and importance that they’d always shown
That Fella. Now though, behind the bluster he could see awe in the eyes of
visitors that he wanted to cower and admiration in those that he wanted to
impress.
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Then, after nearly ten years of this, there came three days in a row, when
the old woman was expected and did not show. It was the cook’s nephew who
walked the three miles out to Mamere’s place. He found her sitting in a chair,
dressed, with her gloves in her hand and one leg gone useless.
Mamere was three months recovering from her stroke. One month in the
church hospital in Memphis, two at her son-in-law’s. For his wife’s sake, That
Fella made sure that the window in the old woman’s room faced the cottage
being constructed on the back lawn. He figured that knowing that there would be
at least a partial balm for her dignity would keep the old scold breathing, and it
did. That, and the return of her ability to talk and continuing to order people
around.
The cottage was finished in early spring. It was Mamere’s daughter who
saw to the landscaping. And so, roses finally came to that big house on the
corner.
The come-too-soon belly baby attended to Mamere and the roses both.
She’d always been Mamere’s pet. Too big now for cradles and bonnets, but not
old enough for boyfriends and bras, she became the old woman’s companion
and aide. Before, she’d always been the frail, ordered-about baby of the family.
Now she ran back and forth between the two houses relaying important
information and commands. Or perhaps she would walk behind the old lady
when she was able to get up and make her own rounds. The little girl would
stump along in imitation of the way her grandmother moved with the ebony wood
stick that she’d taken to carrying.
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The belly-baby’s older sister and the girl-cousins who sometimes stayed
with them would smirk and call her Little Mamere. It was supposed to be teasing,
but she didn’t mind. She longed for heavy, dark eyelet dresses, with bits of lace
at her wrists and throat. Once she screamed and had to be punished when
Mattie insisted she wear her hair in curls instead of pulled back into a tight bun.

The belly-baby-who-was sat in that little outside house now for the last
time. She laughed and thumped her own cane on the floor. Well. She’d gotten
to be like Mamere in the end hadn’t she? She’d started her own business after
college. Her father, surprised and secretly pleased (she could tell), had helped
her quite a bit. The girl had inherited the old man’s capacity for building on the
slightest opportunity.
What was rarely mentioned and never boasted of was the part of the belly
baby that was all Mamere; the grim-faced deity commanding the presence of
beauty – demanding that the improvement and bettering grow into something
sweet. And Mattie was there too, the one who’d sought out a strain of wildness
to make the growing stronger and different.
The scarred woman had said that almost all the members of her group
were home-grown. They’d been born and raised here in town. They knew, she’d
said, the real Stonewall, Tennessee, the one still there beneath the blight. The
people who worked with the government institutions were good, but they didn’t
know and love this land, these people. The hippie folk knew that the center they
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planned to open wouldn’t heal all of Stonewall, but they thought they could make
things better.
To the old woman they seemed to be trying to make something solid and
strong out of moonbeams and dust. Well. Their plans might work out and they
might not. Most likely, the city would be getting this property soon, anyway, like
they had everything else around.
She’d kept roses around the little house in honor of her grandmother.
They weren’t much more than sticks right now, but it was nice to know that they
might bloom again at least for awhile.
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Chapter 1
Four days after closing the deal with the old lady, Anita Skinner woke in a
hotel room in downtown Memphis. The room was in one of the major chains on
the fourteenth floor. She had a nice view of the Mississippi flowing warm, sweet
and brown. Humped over the river was the bridge, the one that locals called the
new bridge, though Nita couldn’t remember a time when it wasn’t there.
Closer at hand and rising higher than the bridge was that gigantic gizmo,
the Pyramid. Anita smiled whenever she saw it, remembering the hoopla
surrounding the structure’s creation and early days. A six hundred pound shovel
was dropped from s helicopter during the groundbreaking and a crystal skull was
hidden in its tip during construction.
A statue of Ramses, that long-lasting, hard-working pharaoh, stood at the
Pyramid’s front door welcoming visitors to the city. The building itself had
become more and more useless over the years. Now it served mainly as a
handsome feature of the Memphis skyline, nice to look at and expensive, but not
an important part of everyday life.

Anita rubbed the shoulder of the man beside her, then slid her hand
downward, pulling the cover back. She lay still for a moment, propped on one
elbow, admiring this closer view. This guy had lost his job a few months ago. So
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Anita had to finance all of their excursions. It wasn’t as if he were her fiancé or
anything crucial to her life. But like the behemoth beyond the window, the man
was attractive. And he wasn’t nearly as problematic.

She’d offered this

boy-toy a get-away weekend because she’d needed one herself, a little down
time before approaching Sophia and the rest of the gang with an update on her
mission.
She figured that by now her cronies ought to be used to the way she did
business – constantly producing bunnies from headgear. But this time she’d
made a commitment, a substantial commitment, without discussing it with the
others first. It’d be alright, though. It always was.
Something clenched and quivered at the back of her throat and she bent
to hide the feeling beneath the taste of her partner’s skin.

A while later she sat on the hotel’s patio sipping cappuccino, smiling at the
man across from her. He was an absolute rube. He’d worked in Nashville until a
few months ago when the gift shop he managed had folded. Anita thought that
he should be accustomed to the sight of tourists and other travelers. But he sat
ogling passersby as if they were visiting from Mars or Jupiter instead of Atlanta
and London.
Anita liked him, though. It wasn’t just his good looks and erotic
eagerness. His countrified ways made her smile. Not ridiculing, just a
comfortable, easy-going contentment. He reminded her of the better part of her
home town. Not east Stonewall with the old mansions and even older tulip trees,
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junior league princesses and fieldstone walls. The Stonewall that Jethro here
represented for Anita was the part that she and her friends wanted to rescue, a
Stonewall as old and with as much history as the rest of it. It was a town where
high-schoolers played checkers with grandfathers and people talked across
fences and on telephones more often than they texted or emailed.
Lil Abner across the table stopped eyeballing pedestrians and focused on
Anita. She sipped her coffee and smiled, not liking the intense way that he was
looking at her now. This weekend wasn’t meant for serious talk.
“You know, I’ve got a sister who lives down here.”
“You do?” Anita took another sip.
“Mmhmm. She works with the City Center Commission.” He paused,
letting that sink in.
Anita raised her eyebrows and didn’t say anything.
“Yeah, she’s always talking about some singer or businessman that she’s
been hanging out with.” He laughed. “You know taking them to a club or the
casino or somewhere. Some of them she’s had to get out of trouble. You
wouldn’t believe the stuff that a basketball player or company vice president can
do to mess themselves up.” He laughed again and there was another pause
while he looked at Anita.
She looked at her coffee and smiled, still without commenting.
“Maybe the next time we come this way we might party with my folks a
minute.”
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Anita knew what he was doing. It wasn’t just bragging. That was part of
it, letting her know that he wasn’t totally unfamiliar with sort of high-priced big
shots that peopled her world. He was also saying that he was a good man, from
good stock. In the world that he was most comfortable with, it was men who
treated women to holidays and, employed or not, he wanted to fulfill that function
as much as he was able.
“I don’t know when I’ll have a completely free weekend again.” Anita
made a point of sounding arrogant, reminding him that she worked intense, long
hours and if he got a job tomorrow, equal to his sister’s, it wouldn’t be half as
interesting or well-paid as what she did.
Mountain-boy’s face went still. She hated to treat him like that, but she’d
just decided that she needed to let this one go. He was offering to introduce her
to his family. She didn’t want to marry the guy, didn’t want him to start thinking of
her as his girlfriend or anything like that.
She kept the snotty look on her face, watching the look on his move from
pain to disbelief, to the beginnings of anger. Good. He’d feel better if he thought
that he was the one ending things – that he’d decided that she was a conceited
bitch that he’d do better without.
When the waiter passed the table again, she nodded for the check. Two
hours later they were in Anita’s car, heading upwards towards the hills leading to
Stonewall.
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The gate is always open, and the perimeter is defined by a natural wood
fence overgrown with flowering vines. There is always something blooming,
always a splashy statement of color being made. It is, perhaps, the sort of place
that Eve might have lived in before things became complicated.
It looks sumptuous here nearly all the time. Even at Thanksgiving and
almost to Christmas, holly berries and chrysanthemums on bushes beside the
porch seem placed to entice passersby, offering respite.
For all that, Sophia Ransome Achebe’s front yard doesn’t encourage
casual entry. Neighbors and passing gardeners pause at the gate, remembering
unfinished tasks elsewhere. Jehovah Witnesses leave literature between fence
boards and the meter reader from the utility company marks a low estimate
beside this address and moves on.
As with the woman herself, this alienation is a mostly imperceptible
syndrome. Someone who’s visited frequently could still stand at the gate, smiling
at the congenial landscape, and have trouble reaching the porch.
Anita Skinner’s been crossing this yard for thirty years or so. It looks a lot
different from her middle school days. Sophia’s father had been the pastor of a
fundamentalist church that didn’t encourage any type of ornamentation, not even
flowers. Not even, Sophia would giggle to her best friend, dandelion or jimson
weed or clover.
The yard hadn’t scared Anita back then, even though entering that gate
made her nervous. Reverend Ransome was one of those no-nonsense,
grimfaced ministers, who seemed to be always judging, always on the verge of
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some awful prophecy. But Anita’s childhood here-and-now had been helacious.
No threat about the afterlife would be comparable.
Entering the grounds when they were under the old man’s stewardship
hadn’t seemed particularly risky. It’d been a little nerve-wracking, and still was.
But if anyone suggested peril under Sophia’s watch, Anita would laugh herself
silly.

The day after her getaway weekend, less than a week after she’d paid a
deposit on the old house, Nita drove over to see her long time friend, Sophia. As
she turned into Sophia’s driveway, an advance guard of rose thorns scraped at
Anita’s paint job and battalions of bees and wasps flew past the windshield,
exuding subtle threats. She could have parked on the street. But that would
mean walking through the thick grass, home to snakes, moles, toads, who knows
what. As it was, all three inches of heel sank into the ground the moment she
stepped out of the car.
Anita pulled one foot free and took a giant step over the monkey grass
battalion marching along the driveway. Squishy clumps of mud swung free,
landing on her pantyhose and the edge of her skirt.
She plunged on to the relative safety of the front porch. Something
slithered through the bushes beside the door. Probably a cat. Probably. She
rang the doorbell, reminding herself that no creature larger than a mosquito ever
actually attacked her at Sophia’s place.
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Four minutes later she rang the doorbell again. Belatedly she noticed that
though Sophia’s SUV was parked under the carport, her husband’s van was
missing. Maybe they’d gone off together.

Or maybe Kwame hadn’t made it

back yet from his latest road trip. She gazed at the grease stain where Kwame’s
Dodge Ram usually sat, wishing she’d paid more attention to Sophia’s rambling
monologue about her husband’s schedule.
The Old Guys On the Porch next door were watching. None of the crew
hanging out on Sophia’s neighbor’s side porch was very young, but not all of
them were really that old. They weren’t a very vocal group and didn’t call
attention to themselves by fussing at other people’s children, shouting at women
or starting fights among themselves. As far as Anita had ever been able to tell,
they just sat around, different ones at different times, sipping from cans covered
with brown paper sacks and watching everything that happened on this block.
Nita leaned over the fence, waving to get the attention of the man who
lived over there. She’d known him since she was thirteen and regarded as that
fast-tail Skinner girl, back when half the town was debating whether she’d corrupt
Sophia before the quiet, sanctified preacher’s daughter was able to redeem her.
“Mr. Tate, how are you all doing today?”
“We okay.” He didn’t smile. But he didn’t ogle her either. The other old
fellows just sat looking.
“Have you seen my friend?”
Mr. Tate pointed at the back gate and then took a pull from the sackcovered can that he was holding. He never had talked much.
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“Thank you. You all have a nice day.” Nita’s smile was a little tight as she
turned and walked on down the driveway.
The back yard was about two hundred feet long and sloped downhill at an
uncomfortable angle. Anita had strong suspicions about what lay at the end of
that arduous trek.
Every year, just before Easter, Sophia would get into what Anita referred
to as her Earth Mother mode. She would plant a vegetable garden filled with
exotic plants or at least exotic variations of the usual suspects. There might be a
different kind of cabbage, bok choy maybe, or arugula that would be turning bitter
by the time the leaves were large enough to pick. Summer savory, maybe, and
herbs like chamomile, verbena and stevia for Deka, the naturopath who worked
with the group. Sophia would spend all spring and half the summer caroling on
about the elegant, graceful plants yielding their bounty for the nourishment of the
people.
Blah, blah, blah. Anita refused to accept the hypothesis that Paradise can
be found at the Farmers Market. She was an old country girl herself, who shook
the soil from her feet as soon as she could get an out- of -state scholarship. In
Nita’s opinion, if the plants had any control over the matter, Adam and Eve would
have been carnivores by default. Setting plants have absolutely no interest in
feeding the folk or anybody else. Okra and squash do not, she thought, willingly
sacrifice their offspring to the gaping maws of somebody else’s existence. Plants
don’t have much to fight with but they do what they can. Attract stinging insects.
Exude irritants. Saw at the tender skin of lips, fingers and noses with stiff spiny
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hairs. None of it does much good, but a tomato plant or bean vine doesn’t
willingly release its fruit until that fruit is too old to be much use as food, until it
simply falls to the ground, splattering seeds in the blind hope of begetting further
generations.
Anita worked enough rows in more than enough fields – in her Mama’s
truck garden and in the murderous cotton fields - to consider this the cast-iron
truth. Life wasn’t easy; not easy come by and not easy kept.
Sophia didn’t think that way. She didn’t have to. She worked the earth
because it made her feel good. There’d always been some one there, parents,
husband, even Anita herself, to buffer Soph, protect her from the sharp edges of
things.
Anita knew that sometimes that shelter had resembled a cave or coffin.
During their teen years, Anita had spent a lot of time pulling Sophia out of her
shell, getting her used to being in the outside world. It had been worth the
investment. Soph was a good friend, a good person. She was always
developing ways, large and small, to give out the happiness that she hadn’t felt in
her own childhood. That’s why Anita was here now, standing at Sophia’s back
fence and looking towards the plowed up ground at the other end of the yard.
Anita sent up a silent prayer to the patron saint of Bruno Magli and began
to trudge across the two hundred feet of possible rodents, reptiles and slugs.

Even people who knew Sophia’s parents thought that these two
women must have been related somewhere down the line. Some said that they
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were enough alike to be sisters. This didn’t mean much to either of them.
Sophia had no biological siblings; Nita wasn’t close to hers.
There were a lot of similarities. Best friends since middle school, they had
the same mannerisms and habits of speech. Both were dark-skinned with long
hair. Anita’s skin was like good planting soil and her frosted weave was plaited
close to her scalp. Sophia was more the color of expensive chocolate and had
dreadlocks.
They were also different in a lot of ways. Both women came home to
Stonewall ten years ago, at the death of Sophia’s father. Anita had been striking
out on her own after five years with a major financial institution in Memphis. Her
life in the River City, both at work and socially, had been defined by competition.
She’d bought a room full of spa-level exercise equipment with her, working to
maintain her model-like physique.
Sophia had come home to help her mother with the aftermath of Reverend
Ransome’s death and to escape the detritus of a broken marriage in Atlanta.
Down there, she’d hung with a more non-standard, arty crowd. She had the type
of body that some Stonewall men described “big-legged” and “healthy” and
others referred to as “traditional Bantu”. Folks tended to think that Sophia was
the soft, sweet one and that Anita was harder.
Both were seated in Sophia’s living room now, separated by a table-full of
snacks and dips. Neither one of them wore very much. Anita’s skirt, jacket and
blouse hung in the bathroom dotted with some kind of miracle, all-natural spotremover that Sophia swore by. Her shoes were on the back porch waiting for a
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trip to a restorer whom Sophia also swore by. The pantyhose were in the
garbage.
Sophia wasn’t much into clothes. After a shower to get rid of the garden
sweat, she’d returned to the front room in an old, oversized Burning Spear tee
shirt and boxers, smelling like the peppermint castile soap that she’d discovered
during her post-undergrad time in Atlanta.
They lounged in the front room, comfortable with the near nakedness.
They’d been meeting and talking under this roof, off and on, for the better part of
three decades. There were few things that caused barriers between the two
women and a little uncovered flesh wasn’t one of them.
When Sophia came out of the bedroom, clean and comfortable, Anita was
sitting on the sofa, holding a clump of cauliflower and frowning at the assortment
of dips.
“Miss So-So, don’t you ever have anything besides tofu?” Nita swished
the cauliflower around in the dip, still frowning.
“You should like tofu. It’s good for managing your weight.” Sophia bit into
a stalk of celery.
“Yeah. It does tend to make fasting seem attractive.”
“There’s fruit in the box - melons, grapes, strawberries.”
Anita looked at her friend suspiciously, “It’s not some of that organic stuff,
is it? That never seems juicy enough to me.”
“When you drop by unannounced like this, you should gracefully accept
what you’re offered.”
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“Well, thank you very much.” Anita munched on her cauliflower. “Hey,
I’ve got an idea. What about a health food restaurant slash coffee bar to help
fund Home House?”
Sophia thought about it. “I don’t know. None of us has ever run that type
of business. Anyway, where’d the clientele come from? There’re barely seven
thousand people in Stonewall.”
“If we put it out by the interstate we could attract some of the students and
business travelers.”
“We still wouldn’t have anybody who knew how to run the place.” Sophia
shrugged. “Anyway, Miriam’s gets most of the college trade. There’s not enough
to support two spots.”
It was Anita’s turn to shrug. “Hey, we’re trying to build a community
institution. Sometimes the individual or the few get sacrificed for the good of the
many.”
Sophia stared at her friend for a few seconds, then laughed, only partially
amused. “You’re serious, aren’t you? You’d give up Brother Hassam just like
that. You’d probably sacrifice me if you needed to.”
“Hey, you all chose me to look after our financial interest and I’m trying to
do the best I can. I don’t just go around messing over people. And as long as
you’ve known me, I have never done anything that wasn’t in Sophia Ransome’s
best interest. Don’t go accusing me of that kind of backstabbing.” Anita scowled.
“Mmhmm, I know all of that,” Sophia spoke softly, trying to be soothing,
but not patronizing. “You’re a good person, you’ve always been a good friend to
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me. I know that’s not about to change. And you’ve done a good job managing
the money with your investments and all. I don’t expect that to change either.”
“Actually, you’re right too. None of us know anything at all about running a
restaurant.” Anita leaned back, letting go of her mood. “So it’s kind of a moot
point.”
They both laughed and things were easy again.
Sophia smiled, relaxing, and asked, “So why are you here anyway?”
“Again, thank you very much.” This time there was a laugh at the end of
the words.
Sophia got up and moved towards the kitchen. “I know you’re not going to
try to act like your feelings are hurt again.” She took a bowl of fruit from the
refrigerator and turned towards Nita. “What’s the big surprise announcement
that’s got you just dropping in like this?”
There was silence from the other room. Sophia walked back to the sofa
and set the fruit down next to the vegetables. “Okay. If it makes you feel better, I
got these strawberries down at Sauder’s Farm.”
Anita picked up a bit of broccoli, swished it through the guacamole and bit,
all without saying a word.
“They probably use all manner of chemicals over there.”
Silence.
“Fertilizer, bug spray – all sorts of poisonous substances.”
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Anita still didn’t say anything. Sophia took her time choosing cherries and
grapes from the bowl. She’d be feeling bad by now if she thought she’d insulted
her friend again. But Nita wasn’t hurt this time; she was being dramatic.
Sophia bit into one of the cherries. “Juicy. Juicy, just like the gossip that
I’m about to hear.”
Nita picked up a strawberry and brought it to her lips. “I don’t do gossip.”
In the interest of peace and progress, Sophia decided not to debate that
statement. “That’s too bad. But I want to hear it anyway.”
“We have a place for Home House.” Nita pushed the strawberry into her
mouth.
“What!” Sophia jumped up, nearly knocking the fruit from the table and
towards Nita who, knowing her friend and her habits, caught the bowl before
Sophia was halfway to her feet.
Home House was the project that the two women and some of their crowd
had been working on for a few years now. -a privately owned community center,
without a Big Brother hanging over their collective shoulder. “You’ve found a
place that you think we can use?”
“We can use it.”
There was a new sharpness in Anita’s voice now. Sophia decided to
ignore that too. “Very good.” She sat back down. “So tell me about it.”
“It’s that big place on the corner of Cheatham and Polk.”
“The haunted house?”
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“It’s not haunted.” The edge in Nita’s voice was sharper. “It’s large. Two
and a half floors on a sixteen thousand square foot lot, with the house itself being
more than two thousand. And it’s got a wrap around porch, still sturdy, that’ll be
just right for Deka’s herbs.”
“Okay. It sounds ideal. I was just thinking of how we were all afraid of
that place. Way back then.”
“You all were afraid of it.” Nita smiled now, a wicked smile. “I went in
there all the time. The first time was with Johnny Paige.”
“Mmhmm.” Sophia didn’t want to talk about Nita’s history of being in dark
places with guys. “So how much do they want for it?”
Anita picked up a handful of grapes and then stroked a keloid strip running
beside her left eye. “I got an exceptionally good price for it.” She popped a
couple of grapes into her mouth and announced a figure low enough to make
Sophia yield one of her rare bits of profanity.
“Damn. That is good. Especially for something that size.” Then, worried,
she asked, “You talk like you’ve already closed the deal.”
Anita touched the scar beside her eye again. “I have. I paid fifty percent
down plus closing. We have nine months to pay the balance.”
“That must have put a really big hole in our bank account.”
“Pretty big, yes. But we should have the balance covered by then.”
Sophia stared at the other woman. “You’re always telling me not to make
big purchases in a rush.”
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“Who said I was in a rush?” Anita sounded annoyed again. “We’ve been
seriously looking for a place for a while now. Besides, that’s you. I’m used to
making fast-paced deals. That’s why you all put me in charge of the finances.”
Anita looked at the grapes in her hand and Sophia looked at Anita. Finally
Sophia sighed and leaned back in her chair. “It is a good price.”
Nita relaxed then. She sat forward, tapping a finger against the table.
“Listen.”
Sophia lifted her eyebrows, as if waiting for more amazement.
“You know how you’re always going on about how you wouldn’t mind
having your own office without Kwame’s shit and the ghosts from your childhood
everywhere.”
“Yes.” Sophia wouldn’t have defined her husband’s business
paraphernalia as crap, but it’d be nice to have somewhere to work besides the
kitchen or a converted bedroom.
“Well, there’s a little outhouse on the back of the property and that’s going
to be for you.”
“Oh?”
“Now what? I thought that’d make you happy.”
“The outhouse is for me. I’d rather have the sunroom. Put Deka’s herbs
on the wide porch. Personally, I don’t see why I need my own outhouse. Why
can’t I use one of those possible three and a half baths inside?”
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Anita rolled her eyes. “I don’t mean an outhouse like Uncle Lufus back in
the woods. More like an outbuilding, a mother-in-law apartment. With two real
rooms, plus a little tiny kitchen with an itsy bitsy sink and stove.”
“O-oh.” Sophia felt a little rush of excitement and then clamped down on it
immediately. “You know it doesn’t really sound fair that I’d have that all to
myself.”
“Says who?” Anita asked. “Deka and Ifay are your buddies and anyway,
there’s enough space in the main building for Deka to have a clinic and Ifay to
hold dance classes. They’ll have their own spaces. Obasi can be a pain, but as
long as he’s able to drum and act the griot, he’ll be okay. Mani never causes
any trouble and Ojo’s out of town half the time. Plus that little spot is painted a
funny shade of pink both inside and out and it’s got flower beds around it. Put up
some flowery curtains and there’s not a man in Stonewall, Black, White, Brown or
green who’ll set one foot in the place. Actually, the women we know might not
want it either. They’d claim that pink for a woman is counter-progressive.”
“Well, you know how people can be. Even if no one says anything, they
still might not like me having it for my own. I don’t want to cause any
disharmony.”
“Disharmony with who, Sophia?” Anita was beginning to sound frustrated.
“The only person who might conceivably object would be Sheila. And nobody
pays any attention to her because she objects to everything all the time anyway.”
Sophia looked away from Nita, shaking her head. “I don’t know. I like the
idea, but you know, even though I’m going to be a major supporter, my work

29

really won’t have much to do with the center. It’s not like I’ll be one of the
instructors.”
“First of all, defining your role in this project as “supporter” is a major
understatement. You are one of the chief financial backers. You will be on the
board of directors.” Anita raised her voice slightly, overriding the objection that
Sophia was obviously about to offer. “In addition, we hope to have a computer
bank before the end of the first year, and you’ll be needed to help the kids and
probably everyone else with those.” Anita stopped here, taking time to dip a
cracker into a funny green paste and taste it. “Plus, you know I have plans for
you, Girlie, big plans.”
Sophia frowned, shaking her head. “Come on, now. You know I’m not cut
out to be any type of director. Anyway, we’re supposed to make decisions by
majority rule. We don’t need a boss.”
“I’m not using the word boss.

But you know, we’re trying to develop an

institution here, a community resource. Somebody needs to coordinate
everything. If Ifay needs Mani to alter a room to make it more assessable to
dancers or Ojo drops through town wanting to know if there’s anything that he
can help with while he’s here, somebody’s got to be the go-to person. Parents
will be asking questions. There needs to be some type of supervisor making
sure everything and everybody works together. You’ve been in on this idea since
we first started talking about it. You know everything there is to know about what
we’re trying to do, and you know the people who’re trying to do it. You know
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what motivates everybody. I’m going to be in charge of the business end of
things and you and I work well together.”
There was a silence. Anita watched Sophia tapping her fingertips together
a few times. When Sophia spoke again, she started on a different topic. “You
know, part of our mission is to counteract disrespectful assumptions about the
female body. That place you’ve got for us is smack in the middle of PV.”
“Oh.” Anita speared a chunk of cantaloupe with her fork. The two of them
had been discussing the idea of Sophia’s being the center’s director for over a
year now – every since things began to gel, making the project seem seriously
doable. She’s wasn’t going to push Sophia now. There was time. Anyway, she
could just about read Sophia’s mind at this point. Inside, Sophia was beginning
to accept the idea. After a while she’d finish unraveling whatever mental knots
remained and accept the proposal fully.
Right now, Anita followed Sophia’s lead, pursuing the conversational side
street. “See, there you go projecting your middle class Bible Belt values. Those
sisters over there are getting paid – an excellent lesson in creating alternate
avenues for building wealth.”
“Alternate? Isn’t that supposed to be like, the oldest profession?”
“Mmmhmm.” Anita began peeling a kiwi fruit. “Yes, but I hear that the
way they practice it in Pussy Valley can be real creative and real alternate.”
“Oh hush, Girl.” They both laughed, leaning into the crook of each other’s
arm, foreheads resting on each others’ shoulders.
Which is when Kwame Achebe walked in and found his wife
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wrapped up with another woman, both of them near naked and happy
with it.

Twenty minutes ago Kwame had been sailing down I40 onto the
loop-the-loop exit that gave way to Jackson Boulevard out east. He’d taken it
easy once he got it town, slowing down to within ten miles of the speed limit.
He’d made it this far and didn’t want any mess with the sheriff’s department now,
delaying the sight of his own front door and his wife.
He’d driven from Jackson to East Street to Hixman Road and on through
Stonewall’s more-or-less business district, finally making it to the little street that
Sophia had been living on for most of her life.
The first thing he noticed was the steel grey Lexus parked at the curb.
Damn. He puffed a little and decided to let it go. Oh well. Forewarned was
forearmed. Sophia knew that he didn’t like the woman and it was his first night
home. She’d get Anita out of there fairly early. Not that she’d want to stay. He
was sure Anita felt the same way about him as he felt about her.
Kwame pulled into the driveway, parked and climbed out. The sun, that
had been baking him like a Christmas ham the entire six hour drive from
Lexington, was sliding down behind the houses. There was a breeze now, doing
interesting, welcome things and he could smell lavender. The dogwood next door
was still in bloom but shedding some of those little propeller things, whirlybirding
down and across to land in Sophia’s flower beds.
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Kwame waved at the next door porch-sitters and received a volley of beer
can salutes in return. Anita or not, he’d finally made it home.
He came into the house and turned towards the front room, every ounce
of him hungry for a good welcome. And the first thing that he saw was Sophia’s
face turning towards him, sprouting that special look and smile that he didn’t
have to share with anybody, not even the so-called best friend. For one instant,
a nanosecond, everything was good and he stood there waiting for her to get up
from the sofa and come to him with that homecoming kiss and hug.
But Anita was there and both of them were damn near butt naked. Not
really, but that was a lot more of Anita than he was used to seeing. A lot more.
And then Nita, who was usually a pro at keeping her cool, let out a sort of
squawk and ran to hide in the kitchen of all places.
Kwame just stood there, crystallized, like Lot’s wife or something.
Sophia came over and put an arm around his neck. “Hey Baby, you made
it back.” She kissed him, putting her whole self into it, pressing up against him.
“Glad to be back.” That was true enough. It felt good to be pressed
against his wife and it was sort of nice having the high-and-mighty Ms. Skinner
on the run. They stood still a little longer, each happy in their own way.
“Maybe you should go on upstairs.” Sophia’s arm was still around him,
but the moment was over.
“Yeah, I guess so.” Kwame picked u his satchel. Ah well, the woman
couldn't stay in there all night with the icebox and dishwasher. Hell, his food was
in there.
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He went on up to the slope-roofed room that Sophia been sleeping in off
and on since she was a kid. He dropped his bag, toed the shoes from his feet
and settled himself across the bed. Whoops of laughter came up through the
floorboards. Hell. Maybe after he got some rest he’d be able to see the humor
too. Maybe.
Kwame reached down to touch the duffel bag that he’d carried around
through two years in the army, a brief stint in college and his first marriage. He’d
seen that Senegalese guy in Kentucky and the other vendor still had some of that
jewelry that Sophia liked. Kwame’d had a good show himself and had been able
to buy the malachite and silver necklace. He’d gotten her the matching earrings
at Kwanzaa. She wore them everywhere, even when they didn’t go with her
clothes. It wasn’t Sophia’s way to ask for things, but since last December,
Kwame had wanted to complete that little set for her. He smiled, drifting off,
thinking about being at Miriam’s, the Ethiopian restaurant, or at a reggae concert
in Memphis or Nashville with some of their buddies. He imagined the women
gathered around his wife trilling over the jewelry, maybe a little jealous, and the
men maybe a little jealous to that he had the inside track on such nice presents.
Then the soft nightlight was on in a dark room. His wife was at the foot of
the bed pulling off first his socks and then his jeans and BVDs. He smiled in
anticipation, but she pulled at his arms next, urging him to stand and come with
her to the tub.
Candles were the only light now. The water was warm, scented and
sudsy. Once he was settled in, Sophia lifted his feet, one at a time, rubbing them
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with a cloth, getting rid of the dirt, dead skin and achiness. Then she traveled
upward, finally getting to his shoulders and the back of his neck encrusted with
dried sweat, wearing left-over stress like a choke chain. All the while she
murmured bits of nonsense that sounded, to him, like the whispering of gods.
She’d already bathed and was wearing a little camisole set that he’d never
seen before. He smiled and reached up a bubbly hand, wetting up the front of
her top. She laughed, and softly pushed the hand back into the water.
“Behave yourself.” She sounded almost like a mother fussing at some
small child. Just as the little knot of anger started to form behind Kwame’s jaw,
Sophia added, “Wait until tomorrow.” And there wasn’t anything maternal now,
not in the voice, not in the eyes that looked directly into his.
Anyway, that bath had taken all of the tension out of him. All of it. When
he got back to the bed, he curled his body around his wife’s and rested.

“You awoke?” Kwame’s voice sounded above her head.
“Yes. I’ve been awoke for awhile.”
“Yeah? Hope I wasn’t snoring.”
“I’ve missed your snoring.”
“I’ve missed you.” Kwame bent forward and kissed the spot where
Sophia’s neck met her shoulders. Then he leaned back again, wrapping her up
in his arms and legs. “Say something to me.”
“What?” Sophia was still thinking about that spot on her neck. “What do
you want me to say?”
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“Whatever. I haven’t heard your voice in almost a week.” Kwame paused,
thinking. “What’s going on in your garden?”
“You don’t want to hear about yard work.” Sophia laughed. “That garden
doesn’t mean anything to you.”
“What’s important to you is important to me.”
He said that as if he thought it were true. Aloud Sophia said, “The
cucumbers and tomatoes are beginning to come out.”
“Mmhmm. That’s good.”
“So are the squirrels and rabbits.”
“Oh.” Kwame’s hand had been moving along Sophia’s arm. It paused.
“So did you plant enough to share?”
“Hah hah.” Then, slyly she added, “I need to set out the humane traps.
Now that you’re home, you can help me.”
“Ah.” Kwame’s hand began to move again. “Maybe you could hire that
Edwards boy to do that for you. He’s a good worker.”
“You just said that the garden was important to you. Aren’t you willing to
help with it?”
“I’m willing to pay the Edwards kid to help catch those rabbits.”
“Never mind.”
“Seriously, baby. I’d feel better if you had somebody else doing that
instead of you. Those rabbits might bite or be infected with something.”
“Don’t worry.” Sophia rolled over on her stomach, her face turned towards
the window. It was the same window she’d wakened to for most of her life. Pine-
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colored stain covered the bare wood of Sophie’s childhood and now leopard print
curtains replaced the polka dot blue that Mrs. Ransome had found at a long-ago
fabric sale. There was only one plant– a spider plant hanging from the rod. The
rest of her flowers and vines were spread out now, across the lower floor and
patio.
A mockingbird touched down on the outside ledge, tilting its head as if to
see pass the chlorophytum’s cascading descendents. The bird burst into a shrill,
beautiful complaint, demanding that the humans leave his territory.
“I’ll tell you what,” Kwame spoke coaxingly, rubbing her back. The palm of
that hand roamed from shoulder to hips. “If you prefer, we can hire Mr. Fudd.”
“Mr. Fudd?” Sophia repeated.
“Yep. You know – Elmer.”
“Man.” Sophia turned, leaning into Kwame, their belly flesh dancing
together while they laughed.
“I missed you,” Kwame repeated it when they’d quieted down. He began
kissing her again, everywhere.
“I bet you said that to your woman in Lexington before you left there.”
“Nope. You’re the only one that I say things like that to.” The kissing went
on.
“And the ones in Jackson and Nashville, where you stopped on your way
back here.”
Unh unh. I don’t say things like that to other women. You’re the only one
who’d believe it.”
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It was a sort of love play. Every since Sophia’d become accustomed to
the fact that her husband made a lot of his money by talking women into doing
what he wanted them to, she’d started teasing him about having ladies stashed
in cities all over the South. Now she surprised herself by beginning to cry.
“Whoa. Whoa now.” Kwame tightened his arms around her, rocking a
little.
“I don’t want to play that game today.” Sophia wiped her eyes on the
coverlet.
“Okay, then, Sugar Babe. Whatever you want or don’t want. Whatever
you want or don’t want.” Kwame was practically singing that one phrase,
chanting it over and over as he rubbed and kissed. “Whatever you want or don’t
want.”
After a few minutes of this, Sophia wiped her eyes again. “I’m all right. I
feel stupid now. Your first day home and I act like this. I don’t know what
happened.”
“Life happens.” She could feel Kwame shrugging. “As long as you know
that’s all it really is. The jokes about my other women and all. Just a game. You
know that, right?”
He spoke in a mild, caressing voice, but Sophia heard something in it way
past worried, moving towards panic.
“I know,” she reassured him. They both relaxed.
Kwame kept his arms around her, not kissing and stroking now. Just
holding on, trying to be a comfort.
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He didn’t wake up again until the middle of the next day. When he
walked into the kitchen, Sophia was seated at the table with her laptop, legal
pads, ink pens, and post-it notes. Scissors, reading glasses and a style guide lay
in the chair next to her. She looked up and smiled when Kwame walked into the
room. Then she went back to the computer screen.
Kwame poured himself a cup of coffee. It was a Kenyan blend that
Sophia bought somewhere over in Nashville. There were exotic eateries and
food marts in some of the towns that Kwame traveled though, but he hadn’t yet
found that brand anywhere else. It was a taste particular to his time at home.
Sophia said that the same thing went for her. She only drank that coffee when
Kwame was in town. She was satisfied with Folgers when she was alone.
Kwame sat down in a chair not yet occupied by paper or flesh, careful to
keep his mug away from the mess on the table. He didn’t say anything, not
wanting to be a distraction, guilty of not respecting her work. He sat sipping
coffee and looking. She was wearing that camisole.
For the first few minutes after Kwame seated himself, Sophia continued
with what she was doing. Fingers busy, eyes moving from screen to notepad
and back, she finished that segment of whatever she was working on. Finally
and suddenly, she relaxed, hands dropping against the table, shoulders loose,
and spine melting back against the chair.
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Kwame noticed that she didn’t turn the computer off or click the screen
down over the keys. When she looked at him, she was smiling, but her eyes
where focused in some other where.
“Willis offered me double if I complete this by the eleventh.”
Sophia made money with something that she called technical creativity.
Mostly, she built and maintained websites for professionals and small
businesses. She’d just returned to Stonewall and only had two clients when
Kwame first met her. But she’d been interested in computers for awhile. In
Atlanta, in the late eighties, she’d been doing volunteer work with grassroots
political organizations in the days when computers were first beginning to replace
typewriters and file cabinets. When Sophia had been discovering megabytes and
disc space, Kwame, who’d dropped out of State after two years, had been in the
Honduras, examining temples and beaches, carrying a gun and watching folks
undertake another kind of struggle.
Now people were offering her bonuses.
“I see.” He thought about the African necklace, wrapped in a pair of his
socks at the bottom of the canvas bag. The necklace that he’d sweated for.
He tasted the coffee again, noticing now that the cream had started to
turn. Just a little, but he could taste it. “You plan to work all day? Maybe you’re
ready for a break?”
Sophia did look at him now, pushing the laptop a few inches away. “I’m
going to have to take a break this evening. Anita’s coming by.”
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“She is.” Kwame got up and went to the sink. He poured his coffee down
the drain. “The cream’s going bad.”
“There’s a new carton in the refrigerator.” Sophia sat watching him and he
watched the birds hopping around on the other side of the kitchen window. After
awhile he came, sat down and stared at the empty cup in his hands. Sophia
touched one hand and looked at him until he looked at her.
“Guess what? Nita’s found a spot for Home House. She’s coming over
this evening to talk about it.”
“Oh.” Kwame had sat in on most of the meetings about Home House,
starting back in the days when four or five would settle down in a corner of
somebody’s backyard during a cookout or around a table at Miriam’s waiting for
some performance to start. He didn’t know if it would work or not, but it sounded
possible.
“You all will have a lot to talk about. I’ll try to stay out of the way.” No
matter what Sophia said, he didn’t consider himself part of that possibility.
Bottom line, the thing was going to take funding.

He just didn’t have that kind of

money. At best he’d be like some of the others, willing to offer free services once
all the finances had been straightened out.
Sophia rubbed his hand, not letting him draw away. They’d discussed this
a lot in the year or so since the idea had begun to solidify. “Come on now, what
happened to what’s mine is yours and what’s yours is mine? The three
musketeers and all that good stuff.”
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“The musketeers’ motto was all for one and one for all.” He was reacting
to the attention and touching, ready but not wanting to answer Sophia’s smile.
“Anyway, there’re only two of us.”
Sophia placed the hand that she’d been rubbing in the space between her
breasts and belly. “Later tonight, we could try for three.”
“Baby, I have a teen-age son and a ten year old daughter and I’m having
enough trouble taking care of what they need.” Then, not wanting to be unhappy
his first day home, he laughed, stroking the spot where his hand lay. “Anyway,
haven’t you been talking about night sweats for the last year or so? You sure
you still up to motherhood?”
“Very funny.” Sophia used her free hand to swat Kwame with a legal pad.
Then she looked at him indignantly, “So you don’t even want to try?”
Kwame picked up holding the tablet and kissed it. “Oh, well, if I’m willing
to just go through the motions if you are.” Sophia leaned towards him and he
finally got that kiss, the good one, something to remember while waiting for that
other woman to leave his home.
After the kiss he got up and pored himself a fresh cup of coffee. Then he
got the other carton of cream from the refrigerator. He sat back down and poured
some of the fresh cream into his mug. “I hope you’re going to put on some more
clothes. If Anita Skinner sees any more bare flesh in this house, she’ll think
we’re as freaky as she is.”
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There was one tense moment when the doorbell rang. Kwame had been
sitting in front of the bedroom’s TV watching basketball playoffs while Sophia
worked downstairs on the Willis report.
“Give me a minute. My team’s trying to play catch up and there’s only four
minutes and ten second left in the game. I can come back down after it’s over.”
Kwame kept his eyes on the television as he spoke, absently directing corn chips
toward his mouth.
Sophia, at the bedroom’s door now, pressed her lips together, lifting them
into a slight smile. She came over and sat on the bed, wrapping one of her arms
around her husband, leaning so that her breast pushed against the side of his
face.
Kwame leaned back into the hug, putting a hand on the inside of Sophia’s
thigh. He was still looking at the television. “Four minutes in basketball time
might last two hours in the real world,” Sophia laughed. She moved further onto
the bed, wrapping the other arm and her legs around her husband. Kwame was
already unhappy with Anita Skinner being a constant in their lives. Now there’d
be Home House too. He was going to leave a lot of comforting over the next
while.
Kwame closed his eyes. One breast was right next to his mouth. “How
much more do you have on the thing you’ve been working on in the kitchen?”
“The Willis project? Just a little more and I think I’ll call it quits for the
day.”
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Eyes closed, Kwame set down his snack and began feeling around for the
remote. One hand clicked off the television while the other squeezed Sophia’s
thigh. She made a small sough. Kwame managed to turn around, still wrapped
inside her embrace, his teeth nipping at the tee shirt that she was wearing now.
A few minutes later he unwrapped himself from his wife and followed her
downstairs.

With the television off and Kwame coaxed into a participatory attitude,
Sophia opened the front door. Anita was her normal self. Even in blue jean
capris and sneakers she looked well-put-together enough to meet with the CEO
of FedEx. She certainly didn’t look like some one who’d been literally caught with
her pants down about twenty-four hours ago. If anything, she looked happier
than usual. Even Kwame’s restrained greeting didn’t evoke the usual cat-claw
reaction.
She was glad about getting the old Mansion Place. Anita was enthusiastic
about the idea of Home House and she enjoyed making a good deal. She
thought that the job she’d done this time was remarkable. She sat down and
began to tell them just how remarkable. She didn’t brag. She just mentioned all
of the aspects of the house that made it just what they needed. She told them
about the wonderful terms they’d gotten, buying directly from the old woman who
owned it. Her enthusiasm was overwhelming. Even Kwame began to ask
questions.
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After a while, Sophia began to relax. When she’d gotten back home and
began dating Kwame a decade ago, she’d noticed a certain tension between her
beau and her best friend. By the end of movies and novels the small town guy
and fast glamour girl found themselves attracted to each other. Sophia knew
from the start that the story wasn’t going to turn out that way in her life. Anita
seemed to find Kwame quintessentially dull. Though Stonewall was a small
town, Kwame wasn’t really a small town guy. But he did feel the same way that
men in feed caps did at the idea of “city women.” Not that either spoke against
the other to her.
Sometimes the three of them could have peaceful times together. Not
good, but tranquil. This time, the conversation flowed well, there was even a little
laughter, and the questions that Kwame was asking seemed to reflect a real
interest.
And then Sophia had an inspiration. Kwame needed to go look at the
house himself. He could do that while she finished the report that she was
working on. She looked at him, smiling innocently as she made this suggestion,
raising her brows a bit as she added that she’d be finished with all of her work
and waiting for him to come home.
Kwame gave her a long, strange look and then he smiled.
Anita agreed, not knowing what was going on, but understanding that
Sophia wanted her to do this.
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They left, Anita to show off her stroke of genius and oblige a friend;
Kwame playing to Sophia’s suggestion that she needed his approval before
giving hers. And, of course, giving her time to get through with her work.
Alone, Sophia began picking up bottles and cups and bowls. Over the last
decade or so, she and Nita, and then Kwame, had sat in this same room with
other friends, discussing the same idea – Home House, Stonewall, Tennessee’s
first totally independent community center. During the last two or three years the
possibility of making this thing real had grown. And the closer Home House
came to reality, the further Kwame had moved away from it.
But Sophia needed to have her way now. Home House, she thought, was
an important project. She didn’t know if it could work; she didn’t know if she had
what it took to be part of the effort to make it work.

She didn’t exactly need

Kwame there holding her hand. But she did need him there.
Her marriage needed it too. After almost eight years, they weren’t
honeymooning anymore. Still easy and happy together, still physically attracted,
still the aphoristic putty in each other’s hands. Still, she hoped, in love. But.
They were living in a house that she’d inherited from her father. She’d also
inherited most of her father’s other assets and been the beneficiary of one of his
insurance policies. Though Kwame and Sophia didn’t argue much, when they
did, it was usually about money. He never wanted to use any of hers. If she paid
a bill or had repairs done, it was best if she didn’t mention it to him, though he
must have noticed new screens and the no-longer-dripping roof. He became
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morose and distant when she offered to write a check to help him restock or
cover something unexpected with his children.
Sophia intended to stay married to Kwame, and she couldn’t spend the
next thirty or forty years convincing him that whatever was part of her was part of
the marriage.
Sophia finished the report, took a long bath and got out the other new
nightie. After that, she lay in bed, reading until she fell asleep. She woke again
at three in the morning.
Kwame wasn’t back yet.

Anita was thirteen years old when she fell out of her cousin’s car. She’d
been open-mouth crying over his hard-handed efforts to get up under her dress.
He’d been angry both at the tears and the effectiveness of her resistance.
The impact had knocked out two teeth, torn out a swatch of her hair and
broken a leg and wrist. There was a permanent scar over the eye on that side
and the eye itself would always need medical attention.
She woke up in bed at her grandmother’s house with no memory of
getting out of the car. The cousin’s story was that she’d been hanging out of the
window and accidentally leaned against the door handle.

Swaddled in hurt on

that big lumpy mattress with the Rose o Sharon quilt, Anita had become the
villain. Everybody told her how foolish and addle-minded she’d acted. How
much trouble she’s caused her cousin, caused everybody. The police were
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involved. As soon as her mouth was able, she needed to tell those people
something.
And she had. She’d recited to the policewoman the truth that had been
taught to her. She’d been laughing at some boys, trying to make them look at
her, and fell out of the car. No, she didn’t know the boys; couldn’t remember the
color of their car. But she’d been laughing and waving, head stuck out real far
and somehow she’d hit the latch on the door.
The policewoman had closed her notebook and stood up, just looking at
the broken up, patched up girl. Just looking, as if to memorize the face of
somebody who’d half killed herself wanting somebody, something that she
couldn’t even identify.
Anita had begun to wonder about herself. She’d always liked her brothers
and uncles and some of her boy cousins, but none of them more than she liked
herself. She didn’t think that any were worth hurting herself over.
And she hadn’t liked any boy that way – the way that the big girls did. But
now everybody was looking at her funny, as if they knew something about her
that she didn’t know about herself. So she began to wonder.
After that, Anita got a reputation for being boy-crazy. As early as middle
school she began to date around a lot, though she still had a plug of hair missing.
The guys didn’t seem to care about her looks as long as they had a chance of
doing what they wanted to do. And mostly, if it didn’t hurt, she let them.
Life since that original transfiguration from victim to villain had been spent
in descent. Even in the sacred, safe place that the friendship with Sophia

48

provided, there was the baffled terror of knowing that she was falling and not
knowing why or how.
After more than thirty years, she was finally approaching her crash
landing. The ground was very close.

Sometimes while the brotherhood huddled together during a rainy show or
gathered for lunch at the Ethiopian’s place, one of the old timers would ask the
question, where were you when? Obama was elected? The World Trade Center
blew? Those churches were being bombed?
The answer called for details. The time of day. Place. What was on
television? Who were you with? Who brought you the news? Whatever it took
to fix a particular moment within a personal history.
In the same way, Kwame would spend large chunks of the next fifteen
years, working out what happened during those twenty four hours; parsing out
the feelings, events and dialogue that started when he opened the door to find
his wife hugging a naked woman.
It would be a decade and a half later, on the day of his oldest son’s
second wedding, before all of the lines were laid down just right, all of the
business in place, all of that time before Kwame, standing up beside Azikwe,
waiting for the drums to finish up and make room for the bride and her father,
finally began to get a decent understanding.
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The answer that came to him then was indecent. But it was true, at least
part of the truth, with bits and piece of the remnants floating up into his conscious
like clumps of raw sewage for the rest of forever.
He’d just completed a six hour drive. Not to mention the long weekend in
Lexington after passing almost four hundred mile markers to get there in the first
place. He was tired. Not twenty-three years old any more, not even thirty-three.
Still in his prime, maybe, but these trips were starting to take it out of him.
Maybe he should have just turned around and walked back out. But the
moment his foot hit the front porch he’d started daydreaming about dinner.
Baked chicken, maybe, with black beans and rice. Spicy greens with tomato
sliced in. Some good kind of bread. The need for his wife’s body was there too,
and strong. But the food had been in the front of his mind. And then the door
was open and riding beneath the shock was the irritation of not smelling any
cooking at all, not even onions frying.
There he was, standing there with his mouth hanging open and his nature
stirring unambitiously, waiting for his Sophia to look up, a half-guilty little smile
on her face. But instead of Sophia, it was Anita who looked up first. She jumped
up and bumped the table, managing to knock over the fruit, the vegetables and
the dip.
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And finally Sophia had looked at him, smiling and not at all guilty.

For the next fifteen years of Kwame’s life all he knew was the loss of that
golden smile. And then he was standing beside his son, waiting for the
drummers and dancers to be done.
The drummers and dancers were never going to be done. Time passed,
the lead dancer leapt and lounged around the head drummer who pounded on,
while the rest of the ensemble lined the aisle, stomping, beating and trilling their
encouragement. It was some other kind of ceremony now, no longer anything as
ordinary as somebody’s wedding. It was their show and everybody else - guests,
wedding party, minister, the caterer’s staff even - were just background,
members of a privileged audience.
Kwame began tapping his foot in real appreciation. But, still. The hall was
rented for only so long. What if somebody else was scheduled to come in
immediately afterwards? What if they started to dismantle the flowered arch and
plastic columns before rings were exchanged; or the candelabras were replaced
by a toastmaster’s dais before the preacher could get a word in? How do you
force a dancer to stop without being obvious?
I guess he’s showing us whose boss, Kwame smiled to himself.
Immediately with that came the memory of the lack of mastery he’d felt while
Sophia and Nita were guiding Home House into sustenance.
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The thought burst in unexpected, ricocheting around, creating all sorts of
internal damage. Still standing, still smiling, Kwame plucked the thought out,
throwing it away. A moment later he’d forgotten that anything that dangerous
had ever been loose inside his own system.
Sweat ran into the corner of his grin and he wished the damn dancer
would hurry up.
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CHAPTER 2

Three weeks after the night of no return, Sophia knelt in front of the little
outbuilding that Anita had claimed for her, stunned. She’d awakened the
morning after she’d last seen Kwame and he wasn’t in bed with her. He wasn’t in
the house.
There had always been a feeling of dread concerning him, seeded deep
inside her, a heartache waiting to happen. It grew insistent whenever she didn’t
know where he was. So many things could happen on the road, anything from
collision to coronary. She’d never been completely happy with a man before,
had never felt completely loved, not even with her first husband. All along now,
she’d been waiting for some thieving horror to steal her happiness. She hadn’t
expected it to happen here in Stonewall. She hadn’t expected it to involve Anita.
That next morning when she’d woke up without him there and not knowing
why, the kernel of fear that she’d been living around, mushroomed into
something that she could barely contain, something that tried to burst through
her, break her apart. She called police departments and sheriff offices across
west Tennessee. Hospitals. Anywhere she could think of looking for either of
them.
But she didn’t call anybody’s family. Not her own mother down in
Memphis, Kwame’s sister over in Lee or Anita’s family down by the landfill. She
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didn’t share her fears with any friends. Not Deka or Mani, who she’d known as
long as she’d known Anita, or Ojo the other vendor who Kwame traveled with
sometimes. Not any of the people now gathering in the big house on the other
end of the yard. She told herself that she didn’t want to scare anybody until she
knew something certain.
Then, eighteen days ago, she came home and Kwame’s van was gone
from in front of her house. That was the last personal and direct communication
she’d had with either of them. Kwame wasn’t answering his cell phone and Anita
was only addressing her through the emails that went out to everyone in the
group.
Every since their school days, Nita had teased her about her rose-colored
glasses. Kwame was always warning her not to believe everything that people
told her. But Sophia didn’t think that there was any way to see this situation
other than the way that she was looking at it now.
She took a deep breath and focused again on the rose bushes in front of
her. The plants were old and hadn’t been very well maintained. But they were
still alive and there were a few buds. She settled back, butt resting on her heels,
knees and toes dug into the mud. The sun, that might end up charring the
flowers before they were fully opened, touched the back of her neck gently now.
Sophia placed a finger against one unopened bud, thinking of what
needed to be done before the tight knots decided to open up and share their
splendor. How could she coax these aged warriors into sharing their greatness
with the world?
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Perhaps these bushes had been planted by the first family living in the
big house. Maybe this miniature forest has been there from the beginning, their
thorned glory aiding and softening the lives of whoever had done whatever in the
space that she was taking for her own.
Sophia smiled a little. She thought that no matter what, she would be able
to feel at home here.
Home.
Sophia folded her legs beneath her, sitting down on the soggy earth. The
muddy trowel lay across her lap and she buried her face in dirty hands.
Home.
She’d been in the second grade when she discovered the divine nature of
horticulture. It had been around the middle of Lent. Along with the rest of the
Sunday school class, she’d pressed dried sweet peas down into a Dixie cup full
of dirt and placed the cup on a window sill. The babyish green shoots had
pushed up out of the dirt on the Wednesday between Palm Sunday and Easter.
It was a little like being God, seeing the life she’d caused to rise from bare soil.
She’d wanted to give the newborn thing a wider world, putting it beside the
porch at home and teaching the vine to climb up along the rail and towards the
sky.

But her father had said that adornment without a purpose to it was vanity

and wouldn’t allow it.
The pretty, sweet-scented piece of life ended up in her room, closed in
with most of the other things that were important to her. She’d gotten more
plants over time and borrowed books that told about growing them from the
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library. She’d found out too, about kinds of flowers that she never saw in
Stonewall. All of this had stayed in that one small room unshared with anyone
until she met the girl with the scarred face and the reputation for wildness.

Before Anita, all of Sophia’s plantings had been small. Her
childhood was featureless and bland. She’d been born the only daughter of
Reverend and Mrs. Ransome. Once the baby Sophia had learned to walk and
been potty trained, she was rarely touched. After the sick and the shut-in, the
sinners and the repentant, church politics, deacons, elders, mothers’ board,
homeless and each other, the holy couple had little of themselves left for the
quiet little girl who lived in the upstairs corner room and loved flowers.
Sophia had no sibling to cling to in the face of subtle and overwhelming
parental neglect. No one to contend with for whatever morsel of recognition the
holy couple may have accidentally offered. She lived with the plants that she
tended, not the siblings and pets that other children shared with – peers that
slept heaped one on the other, stole each other’s food, played and jousted
together and ultimately left home to go out and create more like themselves.
She’d attended church school from kindergarten until the seventh grade.
She met Anita at Consolidated Middle. It had been sort of like going from the
original Garden to the land of Babylon that first term. Not that the church school
had been idyllic. For one thing, LJ Jackson had been there. He was a younger
student who knew how to be vicious without getting caught, and he was
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particularly hostile to the shy, nervous Ransome girl.

The older Jacksons were

people that her parents knew, so there hadn’t been any sanctuary.
But that world had been small, defined and known. The junior high
wasn’t really evil, but with its three hundred-plus population it seemed vast.
For the first month or so, Sophia had her lunch at the same table with the
daughters of two of Stonewall’s other ministers. The families had known each
other since before Sophia was born, but she hadn’t been encouraged to
associate with these girls in the past. The path of righteousness walked by their
people was not as narrow and pure as that of the Ransomes’ and their flock.
However, they’d been considered better company than anyone else she was
liable to meet in the unfamiliar, unsanctified school.
These other two girls, with their new dresses, earrings and waved hair
looked comfortable, sure of themselves in this place. Like Eve considering the
apple, Sophia felt a hunger for outlawed knowledge when looking at them. She
wanted to understand whatever was necessary to be that composed. But the
church girls, looking at the plain colorless shift, raw hair and dark skin, had
reached a decision of their own. They spoke to her politely and then turned
away. Day after day they sat there talking about things and people that she didn’t
know, sometimes looking at her from the corner of their eyes and laughing.
Sophia sat, eating a sandwich and staring at the paper sack that it’d come out of.
“Hey there, anybody sitting here?”
“No. Nobody’s there.”
“Well, I’m here now, okay?”
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“I don’t mind.” Sophia looked at the newcomer’s patchy hair and crusted
over facial scar. She was a little bit scared and thrilled.
The other church girls had gone quiet. Now one of them spoke up.
“You’re one of those Skinners, aren’t you?”
“What if I am?” The threat level in the new girl’s voice went up some. The
other two church girls looked at each other and didn’t speak.
Just then two big boys, big and bold enough to be ninth-graders, passed
the table. One of them whistled and the other touched the front of the new girl’s
dress as they walked by. She turned towards the boys, looking, to Sophia, as if
she’d fight them both. But the two moved on mingling into the lunch room crowd.
Sophia’s month-long table companions got up and began gathering their
books and the not yet eaten parts of their lunches. Just before turning to leave
one of them paused, staring at Sophia, looking the way Mrs. Ransome looked
sometimes, silently reminding her daughter of something the girl should already
knew.
But Sophia didn’t know. She wasn’t aware of the Skinner clan, the wild
Skinners who had their own settlement of sorts down by the landfill. She’d never
heard word one about this unknown age-mate, who was so womanish she’d
jumped from a moving car chasing after boys.
The other two girls walked away and Sophia was left alone with that
scarred face. She’d been raised not to stare and tried to stay focused on the
peanut butter jelly sandwich in her hands. Whenever she did peek up, the other
girl would be glaring straight at her.
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Sophia finally broke the silence out of nervousness. “That’s a big scar
over your eye.”
The other girl snorted, looking angrier. “Who don’t know that?”
Sophia bent towards her sandwich again, really afraid now. She took a
bite and was too scared to chew and swallow.
“What’s your name anyway?” The Skinner girl didn’t sound as angry as
she had a minute ago. She sounded as if she really wanted to know who this
fool was sitting across from her.
Sophia swallowed and didn’t look up as she stuttered out an answer. “So,
So Sophia Ransome.”
“Okay Miss So-So. What you got in that bag right there?”
She had to look up now to see what was being pointed at. “Fruit.” And
after a pause, “you want some?”
“Yeah. I ain’t had no fruit lately.”
Sophia felt safer looking up once the other began rooting through the
baggie. “That scar looks kind of like a tree to me.”
The Skinner girl ate two grapes and an apple slice. “Yeah, I had to get six
stitches in that one spot.”
“I’ve never had to be stitched up.”
“Hope you don’t never have to either.”
“What happened to you?”
The face across from her looked away, chewing now on some orange.
Sophia didn’t think that the girl was angry again, but she didn’t look happy. The
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next thing she said was an attempt to be nice, or maybe just a way of ignoring
the question. “Here you want some of my Moon Pie?”
Sophia shook her head. “No thank you. I’m not allowed to have sweets.”
The other girl snorted again. “How come? What’s a little piece of Moon
Pie gone do to you?”
“I might get even fatter than I already am. I might get cavities.” Sophia
didn’t add the part about avoiding the pleasures of the world.
The other girl looked at her for a minute. “You a little plump but you ain’t
near fat. Open you mouth. Wider than that. Your teeth look all right too. You
can have this little bitty piece of sweetening without worrying about something
bad happening.”
Sophia laughed, sitting there with her mouth gaped open and her
tablemate peering at it like she was a dentist. It might have been Sophia’s first
laugh at the new school. Then she tasted the Moon Pie and liked it. Anita – she
was meeting Anita then – saw how happy it made her and gave her the rest of
the treat. She herself kept eating the fruit.
The rest of the day had been good. Twice between classes Sophia saw
her new lunch friend pushing her way through the crowds. Not close enough to
speak to, but it made Sophia feel a little more reckless knowing that she knew
that girl and that they had laughed together earlier. When Lawton Jackson
managed to step on Sophia’s foot, she surprised him by jabbing her elbow into
his stomach.
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Sophia’s parents never heard about the Moon Pie incident, but by the time
she got home that evening, they knew about her lunch companion.
She was still feeling powerful when she walked through the back door.
“Good afternoon, Sophia.” Sophia’s mother looked like an angel. Even
standing there in the kitchen with a chicken, butcher knife and brown paper bag
containing, Sophia knew, a mixture of flour, salt and pepper. Pretty enough, but
not really beautiful, Mrs. Ransome had the aura of being from a better place –
living in the same world as Sophia and others but not really of it.
“Good afternoon, Mother.” Sophia’s good mood faltered a little. She
could hear the chicken knife screeching through bone on its way to meet the
counter. Usually, Mrs. Ransome’s slice went perfectly through the joint, hitting
nothing but gristle all the way. Something wasn’t right. Sophia pulled the leftover wisps of gladness tight and climbed up to the attic room containing her bed,
closet and plants.
She watered the African violet and ivy, trying to stay happy, trying to give
whatever was bothering Mother time to go away.
“Sophia?”
“Yes, Ma’am.” Sophia moved to the room’s door and looked down on her
mother standing at the bottom of the stairway. One hand was on the banister
and a foot lay on the bottom step, but Sophia knew that the woman wasn’t about
to climb up and enter her daughter’s little domain.
“After you change your clothes, I need you to come down and help me
with dinner.”
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“Yes, ma’am.”
Awhile later Sophia sat at the kitchen table with a knife and a bowl of
potatoes.
“Mrs. Jackson called me this afternoon.” Mother’s back was to Sophia. A
black skillet full of shortening, thighs and legs popped and sizzled on the back of
the stove. Mother didn’t turn her head to talk, but kept staring at the skillet.
Sophia wondered if that was all there was to it. Mrs. Jackson was LJ’s
mother. Like him, she had a permanent unpleasantness about herself and she
always seemed to be trying to share it.
“Cypress told her that she got a little nervous at lunch time today.”
Sophia remembered then that one of the girls that she usually ate lunch
with was related to Mrs. Jackson by marriage. Sophia’s shoulders tightened and
she became very interested in the potatoes, carefully digging out the eyes,
making sure to get every bit of skin and as little of the white as possible.
Neither of them said anything else for awhile. Mrs. Ransome took the legs
and thighs out of the oil and laid them on a clean dish towel. Floured breasts and
backs went from the paper bag to the skillet. Reaching for a mixing bowl, Mrs.
Ransome cleared her throat and began talking.
“You know, a lot of people depend on your father to sustain their spirits in
this wicked world.”
“Yes, Mother. I know that.” Sophia kept her voice normal, making sure
that she couldn’t be accused of trying to be smart.
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“In Corinthians, Saint Paul says that if a man is going to serve as God’s
steward then he must be trustworthy.” Mrs. Ransome measured flour, cornmeal
and oil into the bowl. “He needs to have trustworthy people around him.”
“Yes, Mother.” Sophia’s hands were moving on their own now. She’d
gone to that quiet room inside herself. She didn’t really need to be there when
her parents began telling her what God wanted her to do. As far as her behavior
went, His will was considered to be the same as theirs.
“Saint Peter says that without God’s knowledge a child listens to her own
desires and wants. That Skinner girl, she’s still living in the world.” Mrs.
Ransome broke an egg into the mixture and then added the buttermilk. “We
don’t want you listening to the sort of things that influence her. If your father can’t
keep his own daughter on the right path, the church members will begin to
wonder. His ability to govern his church might be affected if it looks as if he can’t
govern his daughter.”
Sophia didn’t have anything to say to that. She got up from her chair and
went to the sink to rinse the potatoes. She and Mother were side by side now
and having her daughter so close seemed to shush the woman. She didn’t say
anything as she tended to the chicken and poured the cornbread mix into the
other skillet.
Sophia took her time at the sink, spraying water over the diced tubers,
checking once more for dark spots. Then she opened the overhead cabinet,
rooting around for a pot, giving her mother time to drift on to another subject.
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But as Sophia sat back down, Mother had one more thing to say. “I don’t
need Mildred Jackson calling me with news about my daughter.”

Reverend Ransome and his wife kept trying to prevent the friendship but
time was already against them. In over a decade they hadn’t paid attention to
their child’s interior self. They only knew whether or not she obeyed them, and
she always had before. Now, Sophia would sit in the evening with her head
bowed, listening to their scripture-based chastisement and the next day she
would be at school laughing with her new friend.
The girls had been made for each other - two war orphans with no one to
cling to, care for, or crave. Anita had turned away from her family and Sophia had
never been a part of her parents’ marriage. They fit into each other’s spaces the
way that pole beans will thrive in a cornfield or honeysuckle wraps itself around
yew bushes giving a sweet taste and scent to the beautiful, sharp-leaved shrubs.
Anita wasn’t always easy for Sophia to be easy with, especially at first.
She could be mean with people, even grownups, even with people who only
teased her a little and sometimes not really at all. It could be embarrassing and
sometimes a little scary being Nita’s friend, but it didn’t hurt Sophia. Nita was
kind to the unworldly indrawn church girl, pampering her with cookies and such
not allowed at home, and listening to her talk of plants and the characters at her
parents’ church. It was as if Sophia were an oasis for Anita, a sort of respite from
the ongoing battle with creation.
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The attention was good for Sophia, nourishing. She began to unfurl, to
show herself to the world. The school still seemed a huge place, but she
became comfortable with some of it. She made friends who accepted her
shyness and accepted her friendship with Anita. Not yet allowed to date, she
began to get attention from boys. She flirted back with them sometimes. Not as
boldly as her new friend, but she could answer and tease instead of going mute.
Sophia’s parents let go of the useless arguments and began telling others
that their daughter was guiding that Skinner girl towards the harbor of
redemption. There was some truth to that. Both girls were witnessing a sort of
salvation in the territory beyond their parents’. Both coveted more.
Up in Sophia’s little attic room, the two girls would talk of living someplace
where Sophia wasn’t expected to be good all the time and folks didn’t assume
that Nita would always misbehave. Sitting in the park with their other buddies,
the battles discussed would be larger than the two of them against Stonewall.
They’d sit with their soda and chips thinking of their futures as sophisticated and
grown, imagining a life where people discussed Bakke, and could mention
Marley or Farrakhan without somebody evoking the Savior. They would be part
of it one day.
The girls both worked for scholarships to get out of Stonewall and satisfy
the cosmopolitan cravings. Nita followed Sophia’s lead now. Nita had always
been good at schoolwork. Books had been her reprieve before Sophia, and
anything concerning numbers came easily to her. Now she became an A
student. She would never be what grownups thought of as a “good girl” (the
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habit of being with a lot of boys never left her) but she stopped swearing, used
better grammar and remembered to say sir and ma’am.

Both were back now, and so where some of their buddies. But they’d
won the war back then. Sophia’d gotten grants and loans to one of the Atlanta
schools. It was like an alternate universe. During her first year, she wrote to
Anita, telling her friend that she’d actually met a Catholic, and he was a Black
man. Despite the preached warnings of Sophia’s childhood, the man hadn’t had
horns, or, seemingly, a thirst for infant’s blood. She declared in the letter that she
planned to stay in Atlanta after school. If there were Black Catholics, then she
might find anything, even unicorns.
She had stayed after completing her degree. There hadn’t been any
horned horses, but there were cultural revelations, challenging debates, visiting
artists and other things as unexpected as non-protestant Africans.
Nita’d gone to undergraduate in Murfreesboro. In those days north
Tennessee seemed as far away from Georgia as Mars. They stayed friends
during that time when long-distance calls were really expensive and out of town
vacations undoable. They’d see each other at the holidays and the summer.
Nita earned an almost free ride for a master’s just about anywhere she wanted to
go. When Sophia stayed in Atlanta, Nita decided she might as well go up North.
The friendship lasted through growth spurts, when one or the other would
go through a phase of maturing, seeming to leave the other behind. Like when
Nita finished her graduate work and got that first really great job while Sophia
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was still basically hoboing around Atlanta. Or Sophia’s first marriage and the
beginning, for her, of a different way of blending, a way that Nita would never
know or understand. They’d stayed close.
Even after Kwame had become a part of Sophia.

Now the scabby little tree over Nita’s left eye had branched its way into
Sophia’s life. Every time she thought about it, she felt like curling up and giving
up.

Every time. Weeding, folding laundry, getting into or out of her car, she’d

remember a special time shared with Nita or something interesting that she
wanted to tell her husband about and there she’d be in the middle of the
Farmer’s Market trying to look normal and keep her eyes dry.
She didn’t try to figure out what either of them had been thinking about. It
didn’t matter. In forty-five years of living she had collected two real friends, Anita
and Kwame. Now they were both gone. Her house was empty and she was
back in that barren place that she survived in up though that first month of junior
high.
God. She missed her home.
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CHAPTER 3
Sophia had returned to Stonewall fifteen years ago, with Anita six months
on her heels. For Sophia it didn’t feel like a homecoming at all. It was more like
another grim event during an unpleasant phase of her life. Her father was dead that’s why she’d come back - and her mother decided to move down to Memphis.
So even though she was back in the house that she’d grown up in, it didn’t feel
much like home. (Not that it ever had.) Along with the house, her father had left
her some money. So she had a bit of wiggle room, time and resources to decide
what she was going to do and how she was going to do it.
She knew that some of her old high school friends were still in Stonewall.
But she hadn’t kept in close contact with them since her college days. She knew
where most of them were living and what kinds of work they did. But she didn’t
know much else about them. What kinds of places they hung out, what they
read, the movies they watched. Seeing them again would have been like seeing
strangers. She hadn’t been up to it.
One day, not long after her mother had left town and things were
beginning to settle, Sophia emerged from the fugue she’d been in for a while.
She was sitting in the one place in Stonewall that had been some type of home
to her – the back yard, where she’d been allowed dominion over a few rows of
greens and bell pepper plants.
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It was moving towards fall then. Sophia drove over to Jackson to the
Home Depot there and bought a tiller small enough for her to handle. Then she
went to the feed store and bought collard seed and chrysanthemums.
A few days later, Sophia was sweating as she shuddered along behind the
roto-tiller, smiling and relaxed for the first time in a while.

A month later she

was kneeling beside the rows, pulling weeds when a halfway familiar voice
sounded above her head.
“You still like playing in the dirt, hunh?”
Sophia looked up and her smile sprouted into a grin, “Denise!”
The woman standing in the yard grinned as Sophia struggled to get up.
Denise Thomas had been the other girl in the group who’d liked to plant things;
Sophia had learned a lot from her. They’d shared something that not even Anita
was really interested in. The joy that Sophia’d always felt at the sight of this
freckled face and head of wild red hair had lain dormant for years. Now that
feeling came pushing upwards and forward.
Denise reached out a hand, pulling the gardener to her feet and into an
embrace, not minding the grass and mud on Sophia’s clothes. Then she pulled
away and examined her old friend.
“I heard about your Daddy. I’m sorry.”
“Thank you.” Sophia looked away, feeling a little ashamed. The final
services had been at the church that her father had pastored. It was a small
cliquish church and outsiders weren’t welcomed. Still, Sophia could have invited
some of the people who’d known her when she lived in the reverend’s house.
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“I wanted to give you time to get things settled, get used to things, before I
came over.” The look in Denise’s eyes was judging but not judgmental.
Understanding.
“Thank you.” Sophia felt herself relaxing.
Denise’s gentle look morphed into a grin. “Come one, I bought you some
dinner.”
They walked around front, to Denise’s car, and began moving covered
dishes to the house. There was a lot of food. That was what people around
there did after a death. They fed the bereaved.
But this was different from the meals she’d stockpiled after the services.
Instead of ham, fried chicken, macaroni and such as that, there was penne salad,
spinach lasagna and black bean salsa. Denise had been away for awhile too.
And she’d changed her name. She was Deka now. It was a Somalian
word meaning “pleasing.” As they dined on Deka’s cooking, she explained that
she was an herbalist now who’d moved back from Baton Rouge about a year
ago.
“You remember my baby sister?” Deka asked, looking down at a plate of
tofu and rice.
“Cookie? How could I forget that brat?” Sophia smiled, remembering a
smaller girl with the same red hair and freckles, just starting grade school when
they were all in middle. She’d been a pain. Always tattling, always telling her big
sister’s secrets, generally getting in the way. Everyone had loved her.
“She started drugs.”
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“Oh.”
“Yeah.” Deka took another bite of tofu, chewed and swallowed. “That’s
why I came back. I couldn’t help her though.”
“Ah, Girl.”
“Yes.” Deka nodded. “That crack isn’t a joke.”
“So I’ve heard.” Cocaine’s savage spin-off was just beginning to pollute
Atlanta when Sophia left. She’d known that it was bad stuff, hard to shake once
it got control. But a little town like Stonewall…
“Our cousin Sherman’s started using, too.” Deka didn’t exactly sound sad;
it had never been her way to give in to gloom. But she did sound extremely
serious.
For the past year Sophia’s world had been slipping and sliding like the
proverbial house built on sand. She hadn’t been thinking of anyone’s problems
but her own. Now she reached across the table and touched Deka’s hand. It
was the only solace she could give. When Deka looked up and smiled, Sophia
felt something mending in herself.
“Hey, “Deka brightened up suddenly, “Guess who else is back in town?”
Sophia smiled expectantly.
“Tony Davis.”
Sophia felt her smile turned into a grimace and Deka laughed, watching
her. Sophia changed her expression immediately, not exactly smiling again, but
not frowning either. Toni Davis was a drummer in the school band with ocean
colored eyes and sand colored skin. Light skinned and a musician, he was the
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kind of boy that girls wanted to make babies with. All that adoration had an
affect.
“How interesting,” she said aloud.
“He’s changed a lot,” Deka was still watching Sophia’s reaction. “He
specializes in African drumming now. He got involved in a cultural awareness
group while he was in L.A. He’s changed his name, too. He calls himself Obasi
now. It means ‘Servant of the Living God’.”
“Maybe he thinks it means ‘I am the living God’.” Sophia said it almost
without thinking.
Deka stomped her feet and let out a loud, long belly laugh. Sophia
giggled a little embarrassed at her own cattiness and then laughed, free-floating
and loud.
“He’s changed,” Deka repeated when she’d calmed down. “The
movement he’s involved with promotes family and community values. He does
a lot of work with young boys.”
Sophia shrugged. There’d been a lot of groups like that in Atlanta, where
she’d been living before her return. Some really did try to make positive
changes, studying religious and/or political thought from the African or African
American past and trying to adapt those values to the modern world. Some just
used a cultural nationalist façade to drop out and stop trying. Sophia basically
thought of these groups the same way she thought about modern religions.
Whoever went into the experience at one end, was the same person who came
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out on the other side. More clarified and focused, maybe, and with a new
dogma, but basically the same person.
“Well,” she tried to think of something nice to say. “He did always like
kids.” That was true in a way. Young boys had always crowded around the hip,
popular high-schooler. Instead of chasing them away, Toni had laughed and
played with them a little; even letting them try to play his drums now and then.
Really though, to Sophia it’d always seemed like a case of noblesse oblige.
“Anyway, you’ll like his present wife.” Deka could tell that Sophia wasn’t
convinced. “Her name is Ifay. She’s a dancer. They work together at the
community center up in Nashville. She’s good people.”
“Mmhmm.” Sophia smiled again, noting that Deka had said “present” wife.
She wondered how many he’d had so far. She wondered, too, what kind of
woman would marry Antonio Davis.
“Oh,” she said suddenly, remembering, “Speaking of returns of the
natives, Anita Skinner will be back next month.”
“Really,” it was Deka’s turn to give a less than enthusiastic response.
Then, Sophia remembered how badly Anita had gotten along with Denise
Thomas. Both of them had been her friends, so they’d been around each other a
lot. However, they’d also both been aggressive girls from belligerent edge-oftown families. It hadn’t taken much for those two to get into it. Percy, the group’s
big guy, always had to pull the girls apart. Sophia remembered Denise once
threatening to give Anita a scar to match the one she already had.
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“Yeah,” Sophia said. There was a silence. Sophia couldn’t honestly say
that Anita had changed. Her friend was basically the same person she’d always
been, just better dressed. She also couldn’t say that it’d be good get the old
gang back together again. She didn’t know how that would work out, things
given.

But things had gone well. Ifay was, as Deka had promised, good people intelligent with a sharp, dry humor that Sophia thought might be a result of a
prolonged partnership with Obasi. But she didn’t aim that wit at people.
Sophia also liked Portia Norris, a younger woman she also met through
Deka. Portia was an administrator in the school system. In spite of all the years
of guiding educators and students, Portia was a little shy.
Sheila Jackson was another story. If re-connection with old friends served
as a sort of balm for Sophia’s damaged spirits, then Sheila had been the fly in the
ointment. She’d attended college down the road in Jackson and returned home
immediately after. Now she managed the local branch of a national bank. Sheila
had the same unsparing, brutal tongue that Sophia remembered from high
school. But Anita laughed at Sheila’s wicked jokes and insisted that a nice
person lived beneath the bristled exterior.
Deka tried to get Sophia interested in Percy Davis when they were reintroduced. Now called Mani, he’d taken over his father’s home repair business
and was a licensed contractor with two trucks and a regular crew. The big man
was good looking with hard muscles covered in skin the color of aged copper.
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That imposing physique highlighted a tender, easy going nature. But Sophia
hadn’t felt anything more than a brother/sister thing for him. They laughed
together, and talked easily. But it hadn’t gone past that.
Sophia had originally thought of the return to Stonewall as the
establishment of a temporary, lonely outpost, to be occupied while she figured
out her next steps. During the first few months back, she’d sit sometimes and
shake her head at how country Stonewall was. She’d heard people refer to both
Memphis and Atlanta as oversized small towns. The folks who said that hadn’t
been to Stonewall. Stonewall was not on the A-list or the B-list for touring
concerts. If a C-list existed, Stonewall wasn’t on that either. The Ethiopian
restaurant hadn’t opened yet. The only exotic food to be had was the tubs of
frozen sushi sold in the Exxon near the expressway exit.
Within a year, though, Sophia felt like a native. Sometimes folk from her
parents’ church would see her in the grocery store or fish market. These elders
would smile as they looked her over, asking her about her life and her plans.
They knew some things that she didn’t about what had happened in her life to
make her like she was. And she realized that whatever their judgment, good or
bad, they accepted her as part of them. The same events that formed her were
part of them too.
It wasn’t only a matter of seeing people that she’d known in her childhood.
It was also the absences that made Sophia feel at ease. That second spring at
home, she had Mani come over and build a patio for her. Anita was in town by
then. They’d sit outside with the rest of the crew, discussing the problems of the
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world they way that had back in their high school days. None of that seemed
real to Sophia anymore. For her, political complexities, war and gangsters were
rumors from that left-behind world of her youth.
Those things were tangible certainties for everyone else. Deka had lost
her sister to drugs and was struggling to hold onto her cousins. Mani’s brother
was doing ten years in the state prison. Even Anita – Sophia’d always known
that Nita’s family life wasn’t easy, but she’d been jealous of that life anyway.
Now instead of frustrating accounts of shoplifting, fist fights, truancy and sex,
tales of the babies concerned hard drugs, guns and gang initiation ceremonies.
Jobs were draining out of West Tennessee. Ifay complained that for the
girls that she worked with, the idea of security was based on the Department of
Human Services. Obasi claimed that the boys couldn’t envision legal means to
middle class incomes and some type of respectability. Portia would nod and
agree. The children were looking at their parents’ worlds and giving up.
The others had been talking about this long before Sophia came back.
She could see that. Everyone had theories about what needed doing, what
needed eliminating. They all agreed that the solution wouldn’t come from
government agencies.
At first she’d just sit there, satisfied to be among friends. The talk hadn’t
really meant anything to her. Every where she’d lived people had talked about
that was wrong with America, what America was doing to the children. It was the
sort of cocktail talk that Sophia had left in her other world.
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But the more Anita got involved in the conversation, the more things
shifted. Anita would be making a point and look to Sophia for verification. Anita
was more likely than the others to ask Sophia’s opinion about an issue. Sophia
found herself more and more focused on what was being said. By the time Anita
was talking about how to fund an independent community center and Portia and
Obasi were arguing about what would be taught there, Sophia was as much a
part of the conversation as anyone else. She’d come back to Stonewall looking
for escape. She found herself involved with a mission.

After more than a decade of debate and discussion the gang had
decided on a method for financing their project. Each would donate seven
thousand dollars to the Home House start up fund. It’d taken some doing – Ifay
had hit a jackpot down in Mississippi, Portia had juggled the contents of her
retirement fund, and no one looked too closely at Ojo’s methodology. After every
one was in, Anita had been assigned the task of investing and whatever else it
took to grow the money rapidly.
Kwame hadn’t made the founding roster. He’d broken Sophia’s heart
insisting that, even in this case, her money wasn’t the same as their money.
He’d pointed out that though Obasi and Ifay were a couple, each of them had
produced a full share. Still, though, the last time that Kwame and Sophia had
discussed the issue, that Sunday morning before Nita’s visit, it’d seem as if
Kwame might come around.
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Today Sophia had gone home after digging around in the dirt, to shower,
rub scented oil into her skin and dress in that batik-dyed dress that Kwame had
brought home from Savannah last fall. All in the unacknowledged, fantastic hope
that her husband might decide to attend Home House’s first official meeting with
a creditable explanation for his two-week absence, claiming his place on Home
House’s governing board and in Sophia’s life.
On the other hand, Kwame might show up with Anita. It seemed
impossible. But a month ago, Sophia would have laughed herself into fits over
the suggestion that her husband and buddy would spend the night together.
Anyway, if they showed up together today, looking like lovers, she wanted to look
her best. Not like something worth tossing aside.
He wasn’t there. Anita was there, sitting at the head of the table with her
laptop and charts. But no Kwame. Sophia slid quietly into a chair in the newlypurchased building’s front room. She didn’t look at anyone, and hoped no one
would look at her.
“Hey, Sophia baby, you’re late.” Mani, the contractor who’d be
responsible for the building’s upkeep wasn’t known for his subtlety. He grinned
at Sophia from the other side of the table, his loud voice and smile causing heads
to turn in her direction.
“I had to go home and bathe. I was working in the garden under that hot
sun for a couple of hours and the utilities aren’t on here.” Sophia smiled at the
big man. Mani looked as if he’d been working pretty hard himself. His jeans and
tee were torn and smudged; bits of cobwebs, dust and who-knew-what clung to
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his beard and dreadlocked hair. He and the rest of the crew had gotten a lot
accomplished. The large front windows were clean and somebody’d pinned up
bright batik fabric to serve as temporary curtains. The wooden floors had been
stripped and polished. The wallpaper appeared to be a million years old, but the
walls were clean and somebody had tacked up a couple of unframed posters –
one of the new Black president and one of a Masai warrior. The makeshift
curtains had been left open and polished floors and furniture glowed in the early
summer sunlight. .
“Oh, you spent all of your time here this morning on some flowers?” That
was Sheila, sitting on Sophia’s left.
“I know how that is,” Deka spoke up. “I’ve spent a lot of time in my herb
garden lately. It doesn’t feel really hot until you start working. And it’s humid too.
At least you get to sweat all those toxins out of your system.”
“Well, those herbs might actually be good for something,” Sheila muttered,
“but it seems to me like we’ve got a lot of things around here more important than
some stupid flowers.” Sheila had a scarf tied over her hair and there were
smudges all over the scarf. She’d probably been on the cleaning committee.
Sheila enjoyed getting things in order and keeping them that way.
Sophia shrugged and smiled at Sheila, feeling guilty. “You’re right about
that, I guess.”
“Actually, well-maintained landscaping, things like flowerbeds, can
increase the property’s market value by as much as thirty percent.” Anita’s voice
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sounded from the end of the table, not loud or demanding, but taking control of
the conversation.
“Folks are always going to be challenging you. You can’t let them
undermine your authority.” Anita would say that all the time. “Besides, the only
reason they get away with that shit is because you’re a nice person and you
won’t call them on it. Is that the example you want to set? Nice folks are just
there to be stepped on?”
The knot of tears at the back of Sophia’s throat threatened to burst. Anita
was right there, but not there at all. She was a part of the reason for Kwame not
being there. But she was standing up for Sophia now, the same way that she’d
been doing since junior high.
On the other hand, the woman could just be trying to cut through the b.s.
and get to the essentials. Anita’s next words supported that theory.
“Of course, we’re not concerned with increasing the market value right
now. The place is not on the market.” Nita paused, touching the damaged spot
on the side of her face. “In fact, one reason we’re here now is to work out a plan
to take our project to the next step. We have got a building, but we can’t relax.
We need to stay focused.”
Mani shouted, “Here! Here!” Anita looked over at the contractor and
smiled. Nita’s smile was a rare and beautiful thing. It reminded Sophia of early
fall days of junior high, sitting in the backyard when it was still her parents’
domain, eating redhots and lemonheads, laughing at some unloved instructor
and dreaming about the future.
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Whenever she saw Anita smile, something inside of Sophia tried to laugh.
It was an automatic response, sort of like the green part of leaves grabbing up
the sunlight to make sugar.
“Getting the property is only the first step. A major one, yes, but, there’s
still a lot that needs to be done before we can open. Mani?”
“Ah, the place isn’t in such bad shape.” Mani spoke in a soothing tone.
Sophia thought that he was probably responding to the sober mood that had
descended on the table. It was a big project that had already called on the board
members to invest big money.
Sophia, however, had detected another call for comfort, outside of the
group need. Sophia had about two decades of experience detecting emotions on
the other side of the financial officer’s public image. Anita touched the scar
hidden by well-applied foundation. Her eyes weren’t quite there in the room.
She was focused on some inner, other where.
“The two biggest projects are going to be the roof and the electrical
system.” Mani continued. “The roof’s not so bad, it’s not leaking yet. But we
don’t want it to start either. The wiring isn’t a fire hazard or anything. But it is the
house’s original wiring.” He paused and grinned. “I mean, how can we handle a
bunch of today’s kids and we might not have the juice to run two microwaves and
two computers at the same time.”
“You’re right about that.” Portia Norris was principal at Stonewall’s Black
high school. “If they can’t eat and play their video games, they will be really
unhappy.”
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A gentle laugh went around the table, everyone a little easier now.
“Speaking of today’s kids, Portia, how’s the recruitment drive coming?”
Ifay asked.
“Things are moving along,” Portia spoke slowly, looking more serious than
usual. “I’ve talked to a few of the teachers that I’ve been working with for awhile.
Some have identified students that they think would benefit from being involved
in the center. Several of these children have been fingered by more than one
instructor.” She paused. “There have been questions that I haven’t been able to
answer to everyone’s satisfaction.”
There was a silence and then Ojo asked, “What for instance?”
Ojo was a friend of Kwame’s, another vendor. He made more money that
Sophia’s husband – bigger sales and more of them. Ojo had been a high school
athlete and he was still good-looking with a confident, easy smile that people
tended to like.
At that moment Sophia didn’t want to be in the same room with some one
that close to her husband. But Portia, smiled, responding to the big man’s
charm.
“Well,” she continued, “the main questions concern the center’s focus.”
“I thought all of that was settled,” Obasi groused, responding perhaps, to
Portia’s response to Ojo.
“For the most part yes,” Portia nodded. “But the people I’ve talked to have
wanted to know, for one thing, what kind of children are we intending to allow into
the center.”
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Obasi leaned forward, ready to interrupt again, but Deka stopped him.
“Let the woman finish.”
Portia nodded and went on. “In particular folks want to know our position
of the gang bangers that have come to Stonewall from the cities and the want-tobe locals. Will they be permitted to come to the center?”
Obasi nodded and voiced a distinct “Yes” at the same moment that Sheila
growled out a “Hell no.”
The silence this time was thick and acrid. Sophia could almost taste the
emotions roiling across the table. Sheila’s only son, her only child, had been
killed in a car-jacking. He’d been sitting in the car on a parking lot, glancing at
his homework while Sheila shopped inside. She’d been in the dairy section when
the doors to the store burst open and dozens of people stampeded in, screaming
her name.
“I’m not doing all this work to have a bunch of hooligans coming in with
their drugs and guns and ruining everything.” Sophia could almost see the
sparks crackling behind Sheila’s eyes.
“Who said anything about drugs and guns?” Obasi sounded as
determined as Sheila.
“What else would those hoodlums be there for?” Sheila asked. “They
come here from the cities trying to recruit the good kids into their way of life.”
“Has it occurred to you that they might be trying to get out of that life
themselves? That’s why their parents sent them here,” Obasi demanded.

83

“But, you don’t know that,” Portia broke into the argument. “Some of the
other children will be pretty young, at a very impressionable stage of life. Their
parents might be entrusting them to us in order to protect them from bad
elements in their home environment. We can’t expose them to concentrated
doses of the same elements.”
“You mean you just want to write these kids off? Not even attempt any
sort of reformation?” Obasi’s fair skinned face was becoming red with anger. As
he ran a hand through his soft hair, tufts began standing up on either side of his
forehead. Sophia had been depressed coming into this meeting and became
nervous when the arguments started. With the horned-looking hair on either side
of his red face, the drummer was beginning to look a little like Satan to her.
“The man’s got a point,” Mani pointed out. “The fewer of these bad boys
we try to change, the more damage they can do. Plus, maybe controlled, small
doses of exposure might help the little ones develop resistance to the
wickedness.”
“I don’t like the idea of that.” Sheila hadn’t been a nice person before her
son’s murder. Nowadays Sophia tried to avoid personal conversation with her.
Now, to her surprise, the baleful, angry woman turned to her with a question.
“What do you think about all this? I hear you’re in the running to be some kind of
director around here. Who do you choose to sacrifice, Madame Chairman - the
innocent babies, or the seasoned crooks?”
Sophia sat with her hands folded in front of her, trying to think of
something to say, trying not to twitch. She looked up towards Anita at the head
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of the table. Anita was looking at her, trying to look casual, but Sophia knew that
she was thinking hard, trying to think of a way to answer the question herself.
It was Deka who spoke up next. “I don’t see that we have to sacrifice
anybody. Mani, you’re planning to turn the attic into a room, aren’t you?”
“Two rooms, hopefully,” Mani answered.
“Obasi can work with the older boys up there, when they first begin the
program. He can keep them away from the younger kids until we feel more
confident with them,” Deka said.
“Mmmph.” Obasi thought about it. “It’s going to be hot up there in the
summer time. And probably cold in the winter.”
Everybody looked at Mani, who didn’t say anything. It might be more
uncomfortable up there than in the rest of the building, Sophia thought, and he
doesn’t want to make any promises.
“It can be a sort of initiation process,” Ifay suggested. “Those are
supposed to be uncomfortable.”
Obasi smiled then. “Or a manhood rite of passage. That might work.”
“Okay,” Anita got back into the conversation. ‘Portia, Ifay, Obasi. I want
everybody to send me an update on what they are going to try to do between
now and next Christmas.”
Everybody nodded thoughtfully. The mood was still a little serious. But
folk seemed happier and more hopeful. Sophia noticed though, that Anita was
still stroking the scar on her face.
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A little over two hours later they were finished. Anita had brought them all
up to speed on the legal and financial maneuvers (more or less. Sophia
suspected that, like her, some of those others, including many who didn’t
personally care for the flinty businesswoman, simply put their monetary trust in
Anita without understanding everything that she said). Portia Norris, the principle
at the Consolidated Junior/Senior High School had discussed basic academic
goals. Ifay, the African dancer, and Obasi, the master drummer, talked about
recruiting other instructors for cultural arts. Ojo and the other men talked about
security.
The meeting had included a lot of intense discussion on procedures and
philosophy. Squabbles arose over who would use which space to do what.
Sheila, in particular, questioned Sophia’s right to have the small outbuilding all to
herself. Anita came to the rescue again here, and, as she’d predicted, Mani and
Ojo defended Sophia’s claim.
“Hey, Sophia, where’s your old man anyway?” Obasi, the drummer,
asked this. The meeting was over now. Sophia noticed that Anita obviously
wasn’t planning on being of assistance here. She was packing up her laptop and
charts and glancing at her watch.
But it was all right. Sophia had expected this question. “He’s on a trip.”
“Kwame’s on the road?” This was Ojo. He and Kwame often worked the
same shows, and almost always discussed their itineraries. Ojo sounded a little
piqued. He was probably wondering how his good buddy could have gone off
without letting him know.
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“Some little hole-in-the-road town down in Louisiana. Their first festival.”
Sophia kept her eyes on the pile of papers that she was stacking together. “He
said something about testing the market.”
“Oh.” Ojo sounded like he was thinking it over, trying to find a way not to
feel insulted. Sometimes the mobile merchants would decide that a venue was
too small to justify the presence of more than one. “He didn’t say anything at all
to me about a trip.” Ojo was still gnawing at it.
“Just some little hole-in-the-road,” Sophia repeated. Ojo was one of
Kwame’s oldest friends. The two had known each other since middle school and
were almost like brothers. She’d met both men at the same show, working from
the same booth. Now she had the ridiculous notion that she was betraying her
husband by lying to his best friend. But, she reminded herself, she wasn’t the
one at fault here; she wasn’t the one betraying a spouse.
Sophia looked up from the papers that she’d been fiddling with, wanting to
see if Ojo was accepting her lie. He was giving her a very strange look. Sophia
turned away from the Ojo’s scrutiny and saw Anita across the room, headed for
the door. Making her get-away.
“Oh, come on now,” Deka spoke up, laughing a little. “You see how you
brothers are? If she kept up with every little step the man took, you’d all be
saying that he was whipped and what a dirty rotten shame it was.”
“Oh no, now, it’s not like that,” Obasi shook his head, ready to play along.
“But you know, you women do usually keep up with that sort of thing.”
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“Yeah, yeah. And then you all say that we don’t trust you. A sister just
can’t win. Why don’t you just ask the man when you talk to him again?” Deka
laughed again.
“Actually, I’ve been trying to call him. He’s not answering his cell.” Ojo
wasn’t playing at all.
“Might’ve been in an accident.” Sheila jumped into the conversation,
obviously relishing the dismal thought.
“Oh, shit, Girl,” Ifay joined the conversation. “You’ll let just about anything
come out of your mouth, won’t you?” She frowned at Sheila.
“Might’ve been.” Without Anita there to quiet her, Sheila wasn’t backing
down. “It’s a long drive to Louisiana. If he was tired and driving by himself,
anything might have happened.”
“If he’d had an accident the police would have contacted his home phone
number. He’s got his wallet in his pocket with all his personal info. On the other
hand, we all know Kwame. Who knows where that cell phone might be? He
could’ve accidentally packed it up in the back of the van somewhere and might
not even hear it ringing.”
“Yeah.” Ojo sounded a little relieved at Ifay’s reasoning. Sophia felt
herself breathing easier too, even though she’d made up the hick town.
“Let’s not meet trouble half way,” Deka said. She looped her arm through
Sophia’s and patted her shoulder with the other hand. “Come on, now. I want to
see this salon of yours.”
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“Saloon? I thought there wasn’t going to be liquor or any other drugs on
the property.” Mani was teasing.
Ifay sighed dramatically. “Jesus Lord. I am not staying up here in
Testosterone City with no backup except her.” She nodded at Sheila. Then she
looked at her husband. “I’m coming with these two to get a look at this little
hideaway.”
The three women left through the kitchen door. It was still light outside;
they’d be able to get a good look at the smaller building. Sophia walked a little
apart from the other two. She’d known Deka since school days and she’d met
Ifay before her second marriage. But neither of them was Kwame or Anita. She
didn’t know yet what was happening to her world, but she was sure it wasn’t
good. And she was pretty certain that neither of her two main people would be
around this time to help her reassemble things.
“Well, the outside looks very nice.” They'd made it across the yard and
Deka was using her happy voice.
“If you like the color.” Ifay pushed open the door and gestured Deka on
into the small house. The dancer entered next, followed by Sophia. The three of
them looked around silently for a moment.
“Damn.” Ifay spoke up again. “I hate to agree with any of Sheila West’s
evil commentaries, but you could have spent some of your time on housework.”
Sophia looked around at the cob-webbed corners and smudged windows.
The place probably hadn’t had a good cleaning in thirty or forty years. “Well, it’s
mid-May. It’s already late in the year to be seeing to the flowers.”
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“Well, there’s that,” Deka nodded as Ifay wandered towards the hall. “You
really did need to work in the yard today.”
“And it’s fucking pink!” Ifay shouted from the bedroom. “Every damn
where.” She came back to he front room, grinning.
“I’m seeing it more as a salmon color myself,” Deka said.
“Rose.” Sophia corrected without thinking about it. “Like the flowers out
front.”
“Well, whatever you want to call it, it looks like some fairyland bordello or
something.” Ifay was staring at a wall. “I mean, I know we need funds for
operating expenses, but damn, Girl.”
In spite of herself, Sophia laughed with the others.
Ifay’s grin grew. “You sure Kwame’s going to want you out here by
yourself doing Lord knows what?”
Sophia stopped laughing.
Deka had been watching Sophia’s moods. The herbalist placed a hand on
Sophia’s shoulder and addressed the question-in-hiding, “Where is Kwame
really?”
“Yeah,” Ifay was equally serious now, “And what the hell is up with you
and Nita?”
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CHAPTER 4
Damn. She hated tears.
Anita was at the front door when Ojo got into the conversation between
Sophia and Mani. By the time that Deka offered the group a Battle of the Sexes
diversion, Anita had beeped open the car and dropped her laptop and carryall
behind the driver’s seat. As the three other women reached the small house,
Anita pulled onto 40 East headed towards the foothills surrounding Nashville.
She was settled on the familiar route, driving almost on automatic, when
the tears began. She hated that. Her mentor from that first job had taught her to
hand out Kleenex and comfort whenever a client or coworker began to sob. And
then move in for the kill. If she let herself, Nita would probably realize that if she
could be in the same room with Sophia and not smile or look at her, the special,
private world that they’d shared for some umpteen years was damaged, possibly
dead. That would justify a real sort of grief.
Sophia was Nita’s secret garden. Shortly before they met, Nita had
figured out that her mother’s love wasn’t going to protect her from anything. And
she’d never met a man who’d gotten all the way inside of her, even though there
were some few who’d truly wanted that. But there was always a stopping point, a
series of no trespassing signs keeping out men and women alike. Keeping out
everyone except Sophia, who’d been everything that no one else in Nita’s life
was – sister, daughter, someone who wasn’t dangerous in any way; a place to
shed the armor.
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She knew that Kwame looked at her sometimes. Men did that. Not
because she was the prettiest thing out there. She knew that she wasn’t. It was
more that she was sort of like a legend; a mythical unknown for men to wonder at
and daydream about measuring themselves with. Sometimes a married guy or
some other undesirable would say something to her. But usually all she had to
do was pretend interest in the implied or whispered suggestion and the man
would run like a pair of cheap pantyhose. After that, she knew, he’d consider
himself part of the legend. He could have had some of that Skinner babe himself
if he’d wanted to. Yep.
But it hadn’t gone any further with Kwame than the occasional looking and
wondering. Anita put effort into protecting everything about Sophia, including this
marriage. If Nita had ever planned to damage that union, if she’d ever plotted on
the demise of wedded bliss, it wouldn’t have been in this way.
Sophia was a quiet woman who didn’t like showing herself to outsiders. In
fact, some of their friends treated Sophia as if she were a sweet innocent, happy
to play around with her flowers and things, letting the grown folk make the
important decisions.
The tender quietness was something that Nita enjoyed about her friend.
But she’d been aware of Sophia’s stronger side almost since their first meeting.
The way that the unassuming church girl had stood up to her parents concerning
the friendship, meekly but resolutely, had shown that she would have her way
when she was determined.
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Over the last year or so, Nita had been trying to talk her friend into
exhibiting more of this other side – the harder, braver Sophia, the shrewd
business woman who could handle several projects at once, making intelligent
decisions on them all. Home House was going to need that Sophia.
If asked and pressured to answer, Nita would have admitted that this was
the thing that she was purposely doing that might injure Sophia’s marriage. Nita
didn’t know Kwame Ransome that well. Sophia seemed relaxed and happy with
him and other people that Anita knew seemed to think that he was a good guy.
She knew that he loved his kids and that children smiled when they saw him. But
something about his aura of rough-cut, working class manhood made Nita
assume that he was the atavistic type, attracted to Sophia’s softer, weakerseeming self. Sophia was comfortable enough financially to contribute to the
Home House start-up fund. How would he feel about his wife manifesting yet
more power?
Sophia dabbed at her eyes and glanced at the rearview mirror. Her
makeup job was wrecked. She blew her nose savagely, thinking back to the day
she’d taken Kwame to look at the newly purchased building.
The car trip had started quietly. The two of them didn’t seem to have
much to say to each other without Sophia there to act as a buffer. After ten
minutes of silence, Anita put in a disc of old jazz vocalists. Making a left turn a
little later, she’d looked over and seen Kwame patting his leg and mouthing the
words to “See Line Woman.”
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“You like Nina?” She asked, eyes back on traffic as she swung into the
turn.
Anita had expected his response to refer to his wife’s feeling for the
singer. Instead he gave a soft, laughing snort, “Back in the day, I think she and
Gil were the only two anybody ever listened to.”
“You didn’t mention Bob.”
Evening services were letting out at Stonewall Holiness and it was starting
to get dark. Anita was carefully watching traffic now, but she could hear the
smile surrounding his answer. “Hot damn, forgot Marley. Please don’t tell the
reggae police.”
“Okay. You did remember Gil, so we’ll let you slide on Bob.”
“Thank you, ma’am.” He spoke easily, but Nita thought she heard
something else beneath the joking; a little sadness perhaps, or maybe he was
still tired from all that driving. It occurred to her that when he was at work,
selling things, he spoke to as many people as he could everyday. She supposed
that he joked around with the customers, trying to make them happy and relaxed
enough to spend money.
A few minutes later, Nita pulled up to the curb at the old building feeling a
little off center, but happy. Sophia’s Neanderthal had a taste for jazz and a
sense of humor. Maybe he wouldn’t mind watching his wife evolve into a leader.
When Nita was out of the car, she spread her arms wide, grinning. It
wasn’t the kind of thing she did often, but she felt as if good things were about to
start. “Voila!”
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Kwame laughed and they both moved towards the front porch.
“Look out there.” It was almost full dark and the broken bits of walkway
were almost invisible.
“Shit.” He’d kicked one. After a pause he added, “Mani and I could fix
that.” He sounded thoughtful, as if he might be considering ways to contribute to
the project.
“Come on. Sun’s about gone.” She kept her voice neutral, not letting the
hope sound through. If Kwame became active in the Home House project, it
might be easier to persuade Sophia to take a larger part.
Kwame paused again, next to one of the stone lions near the bottom step.
He ran a hand over the sculpted mane, looking up at the long-empty mansion.
“Looks like something out of an old horror movie.”
Nita tensed, wondering if he were mocking her choice. But then he said,
“The kids’ll probably love that aspect.” He hesitated a few minutes before
following her up the steps, and Nita thought again that he seemed to be either
tired or sad.
Anita had a big flashlight with her, and they needed it by the time she
unlocked the front door and began the impromptu tour. She flashed the light
here and there, talking up the room size, natural light and makeup of the walls.
Because it couldn’t hurt, she also mentioned the hardwood floors, curved
moldings and bay windows. The vendor grunted and hummed now and then and
Nita couldn’t tell if any of it caught his interest.
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She wound it up when they got to the second floor, with a discussion on
the possible future for the attic. There were steps leading upward, but that attic
was unpleasant enough in broad daylight. Kwame’s attitude towards the Home
House project and his present mood in general seemed wavery. In full blown
darkness, that upper floor might be gloomy enough to turn him off entirely.
He stood looking out the window during Nita’s discussion of the garret.
“Yeah, that doesn’t seem too hard.” He was sounding thoughtful again and Anita
hoped that he was thinking about helping with the restoration.
He turned to face Nita and the look on his face was as gloomy as the attic.
But he said, “This is a good choice. You’ve done a good job.” Then he stepped
forward and hugged her.
During the past few years, hugging had become more acceptable than it’d
been during Nita’s earlier years in Stonewall. By this point she’d hug almost all
of her friends’ husbands, many of her work colleagues and a few clients. She’d
even hugged Kwame a few times. This time, the hug lasted longer than usual.
Anita wasn’t very worried about that. The man had seemed tired and cheerless
all evening. Maybe he needed somebody to lean on for a minute.
Then one of his hands had moved to her butt and he’d kissed her. On the
mouth and pushing his tongue in. That was when everything went down the
rabbit hole and Nita began her free fall.
She pushed him away, of course. Immediately. “What the fuck are you
doing?” She put her full ball-busting demeanor behind the words. It didn’t
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always turn off the really aggressive, determined ones. But she expected it to
have an effect on Kwame.
His hand was on her waist now and he didn’t pull, really, it was more like
he guided her closer to him. Grabbing, she’d been ready for. The gentle
maneuver caught her off guard and she was near him again, this time with his
mouth on the joint between her neck and shoulder.
She pushed him away again, this time getting completely beyond his
reach. She was angry at him and angry about the shocks of desire that she felt.
“Man, are you crazy? You’re married to my best friend. Is this how you act when
you’re away from town?”
“No. I love your best friend. More than you do.” They’d gotten away from
the window and she couldn’t see him very well now. His voice seemed to be
coming from everywhere. “I don’t do things to hurt her.”
“You think doing this wouldn’t hurt her?”
“I hope not. I’m asking you to do this with me now. Please. But neither
one of us needs to do or say anything that lets her find out.” Even then he was
thinking about Sophia’s emotional safety. They both were.
“Man, please. You’re standing there asking me to help you do something
disrespectful to your wife, my best friend, and to me. You’re probably thinking
that I’ve been with every other man around, so I might as well be with you.”
“That’s not what I’m thinking.”
“No, well I’d like to know what you are thinking that would make you act
like this.” Anita was thinking that she needed to go back downstairs, get in her
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car and drive away, just leave him standing in an empty house in the darkness
with a hard-on. But what would she tell Sophia? What could she say that
wouldn’t sound wrong?
“I’m thinking that I’d really like to be with you. Right now. Please.” He
took her hand, but still didn’t try any strong arm methods. He kissed the inside of
her wrist. “Please.”
“You’re acting crazy.” That was true enough, but Nita still didn’t feel
afraid. Kwame pressed against her and she could feel his desire, his urgency.
Nita was a truthful person and later she wouldn’t be able to tell either herself or
Sophia that she had been overcome by passion, even though her own desire
was getting to the urgent stage too. She was acting purposely when she began
to return Kwame’s kisses, when she walked back down the stairs, outside and to
her car, when she gave him the keys to let him drive to a hotel he knew. She
wasn’t acting on impulse, but made a clear-headed decision to continue the
descent that could only end with a world-shattering crash.

Anita laughed as she drove towards Nashville. She knew about sex. It
was a sort of hobby for her.
And Anita could love. There was her Mama, who, Nita tried to convince
herself, had done as well as she could. And Sophia, of course. None of her
other friends mattered nearly as much as Sophia, but some of them did mean a
lot. Children. She had a special place in her heart for the little sprouts, who were
so fragile, so tough, and so gorgeous. She didn’t want any of them to grow up
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like her, finding that there were few, if any, safe places; learning to hide. She
supposed that was love.
But still. The Sophia and Kwame thing. The wives that she knew, happy
and unhappy, acted as if marriage were initiation into some sort of cabal. They
shared significant looks and jokes meant only for the select. Anita knew that it
wasn’t only the sex, and her understanding of love did not unravel the mysteries
for her. Now and then, watching Sophia amble around preparing the house or a
meal for her husband’s return, Anita had wondered. Maybe one reason for her
weakness had been a search for knowledge.
She’d learned something, all right. Kwame Achebe was good in bed.
Maybe that had something to do with living with a woman for years on end,
knowing her moods, developing an understanding of the female psyche and all
such as that. Not to mention practice making close to perfect.
She’d arrived at the motel in Charlestown with the image of Kwame as
Caveman still in her mind. The place itself – hourly rates and adult videos –
hadn’t caused her to think differently. The tenderness and patience had been an
exquisite surprise.
She could see herself, sitting in Sophia’s front room, running a line about
the Carnal Comprehensiveness of the Married Man. It would be just the kind of
thing that Sophia would try to act disapproving about. But finally she’d probably
start laughing, slapping at Nita’s leg and telling her to quit it, just quit it.
That vision lasted about three seconds. Sophia could feel the tears
returning before the smile was completely gone.
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She looked at the road, noticing the billboards and other cars, trying to
think about something else. Shit. She’d already driven pass Nashville and was
on the road to Knoxville. Oh damn.
She saw an Exxon sign and pulled off the highway. Putting on her
sunglasses she grabbed her makeup bag and got out of the car. She walked
across the lot and through the retail area without looking at anyone. The other
women in the restroom kept talking to each other and tried not to stare. At a
sink, she used wipes and cleanser from her bag to remove the damaged
makeup. She patted moisturizer into her face and used a paper towel to wipe the
sink.
She began to sketch on her basic face. Eyeliners, lips, blush. Then she
took a close look in the mirror. Good enough. She hadn’t wanted to go into one
of her regular hotels, where the person on the desk might know her, looking like
she’d had a bad day. Plus, you never knew who else you’d see.
It occurred to her then, that she didn’t want to be alone that night.
On the nights she’d spent by herself recently, she’d always end up dreaming of
that void; the dream where she was falling and dreading the inescapable ending.
But tomorrow was a business day and she needed a full night’s sleep.
Merchants and CEOs didn’t want to put their financial faith in a worn-out looking,
red-eyed old hag. She needed to relax.
She took out her cell and pulled up a certain contact list. She scrolled to a
fairly new entry and clicked it in. A few minutes later she was walking back
towards her car, still wobbly, but with something to look forward to.
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Anita turned the Beamer back towards the state capital. She merged onto
the interstate, thinking about tomorrow’s meeting. Thinking about business and
finance made her think about Home House, her other hobby. No. It was more
than that. Home House was designed as a way to help children navigate their
way through a world that could be dangerous and debilitating; it was a way to
redeem her own troubled childhood (here she touched the scar at her temple).
As clichéd as it sounded, Home House would be an effort to redeem the future.
And the project’s success depended on Anita doing her part. All the folk
involved at this point were intelligent people. Some of them ran their own
businesses. But the kind of jockeying and maneuverings it would take to keep
Home House afloat – they needed Anita for that. She wasn’t bragging. That was
just the way things were.
She sighed as the car made its way towards the city. She’d seen a lot of
financial disasters in her time. New businessmen, inebriated with initial success,
would lose all their profits at the casino and the business would go under.
Moneyed, middle-aged men, who ought to know better, would manage to
impregnate somebody. Between the wife and the girlfriend, the guy would end
up broke. And there’d been one woman down in Memphis, a used-to-be
coworker, who Nita still felt guilty about, though there wasn’t reason to. The
woman had claimed discipleship to Anita’s sort of personal freedom and had
gotten too crazy with it. Bedding almost anybody, whether or not they were
trustworthy. Food and drugs from questionable sources too.
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After a weekend-

long jag she’d flipped her Caddie over on that notorious “malfunction junction”
interchange in Memphis where 240 met 55.
All of these folks, they’d let their hobbies get the best of them. Anita didn’t
want it to be that way for her.
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Chapter 5
“You gone show me how to shake my ass?”
Bright-eyed. That was the word that, to Sophia, best described the girl
standing at the edge of the yard; bright-eyed and probably no older than Sophia’s
own stepson. The activity at the long-vacant house had attracted attention and
now a group of girl-children stood just beyond the perimeter, asking questions.
Ifay had gone to the fence line giving answers, explaining some of the
group’s plan. The part about dancing had caught this one’s interest.
“I bet you got to the clubs a lot, don’t you?” Ifay raised her eyebrows,
regarding the face that looked, to Sophia, too young to be discussing clubs and
such.
“Yes ma’am, every chance I get.” The girl planted her hands on her hips
and wiggled out one or two steps.
“Well then, you probably already know how to butt-shake. You don’t need
any more lessons in that.”
“Ooh, girl, she sure got you told.” The other youngsters’ merriment
tumbled outwards and up, joining the everyday street music playing behind Ifay’s
conversation. The boom-boom-boom of car stereos creating their own quakes
as well as passersby yelling, cussing, laughing, and occasionally singing. The
street had its own scents too. Car fumes, corner barbecues and hair places.
Beneath all of that was the aroma of honeysuckle. Sophia relaxed, letting herself
ride on the scent, wondering where it could be coming from. Maybe there was
an old grandmother, with a garden and a paid-off mortgage. Somebody who’d
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bought the house when the neighborhood was still strongly working class and
who wasn’t going to be scared into a retirement home by disrespectful and
dangerous kids - children she’d known since the days before they were riding
bicycles and shooting marbles.
Or maybe the vines had been planted fairly recently by a youngish couple,
trying to make the most of their first home and already thinking ahead to
something better. Maybe, too, it had simply overgrown one of the vacant lots,
encroaching on the rubble of an abandoned and destroyed house, reclaiming the
land.

Sophia hadn’t been ready for her friends’ questions about her personal
life. She’d been assuming that the story about Kwame’s road trip had everyone
except Anita, fooled. Her buddies rarely asked about his itinerary and she hadn’t
expected them to now.
But these two had known Sophia and Anita both forever, and knew that
something very bad was happening. Sophia had been nodding and smiling
through that badness for a few weeks – pushing it aside to carry on with her work
and daily errands, conversations with her neighbors, her clients and her mother
over in Memphis. She’d opened her mouth to talk around her personal disaster
one more time. Instead, she began to cry.
She’d had to tell them something then, and the telling had been a relief.
She felt guilty though. Kwame and Nita were the two people that she usually
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talked with, not about. Before, she’d only made serious complaints about
Kwame to his face. As for Nita, Sophia had a long-standing rule against adding
to the gossip about her friend’s personal habits.
She’d given the other two women only a bare-bones account of the last
time that she’d seen her husband. Had told them only about Anita’s taking
Kwame away to see The Place, this place, where the gigantic, decade-old dream
would finally strike root and bloom. She hadn’t said anything about the lowgrade, constant animosity that had existed between her husband and friend since
before the group even gotten serious about having their own center; or about
how that animosity had contributed to Kwame’s lack of participation in the Home
House project.
Sophia sat in the gathering darkness reminding herself that she hadn’t
done anything wrong. Not even, really, in telling these two what she had. She
and Anita had just sat in the same room for two hours not saying anything more
than necessary to each other. It wasn’t a situation that would stay hidden.
But she still felt in the wrong. Even if it were eventually settled (She didn’t
see how it ever could be. She felt like a perpetually-active fault line), the mess
with her, Kwame and Nita would get about. It was going to cause problems at
Home House. People would take sides, assume attitudes, maybe terminate
long-standing friendships. There might come a time when the group needed to
act cohesively and reactions to her personal life had damaged unity.
“This is bad, but it’s not going to kill anyone. Or anything.” Deka spoke
into the flower-scented semi-darkness. Her words made Sophia feel a bit better.
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Deka was like that, intuitively able to identify and address another’s personal
goblins. She claimed to be a healer by nature. (Maybe so, but Sophia still
sometimes teased the naturopath about the physical clashes in the seventh and
eighth grades between her and Anita. After one fight there’s been a scar over
Deka’s eye to match Nita’s.)
“Definitely not.” The two girls had sashayed away and Ifay came to the
third chair. Ifay was, by Stonewall’s standards, a newcomer. She’d performed
African dance in California, where’d she’d met the drummer from Stonewall. She
hadn’t, however, come to town simply following a man. A twisted muscle ended
her career a dozen years ago and she’d come with Obasi when his mother’s
illness called him home.
“One way or the other, things will be okay.” Deka laid her hand on top of
Sophia’s.
“Definitely.” Ifay touched Sophia’s arm on the other side.
“And it’s not your fault,” Deka added.
“I feel like it is.” She hadn’t been able to admit that to herself either. “I
know both of them better than anybody else. If something was there, I should
have seen it.”
“You love them both,” Deka murmured. “You trusted them both.”
Sophia leaned forward, moving away from the other women, folding her
arms across her chest. Her stomach gripped up and she wished that she were
somewhere else. Finally she had to ask. “Did either of you notice anything
between them?”
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There was a silence. Sophia couldn’t hear the radios or shouting or
laughter. She wanted to disappear.
“No, I didn’t notice anything at all,” Deka said at last, sounding frustrated.
“I’m absolutely amazed that they could do something like this to you.”
There was another silence while the three of them sat there, each hunting
for a way to comfort Sophia. She wanted to say that it was all right. That there
wasn’t any real evidence of wrongdoing, that she might be blowing something
simple out of proportion. She wanted to take it all back and talk, instead, about
the old rosebushes growing around the little building.
“Anita’s the one I can’t believe,” Ifay snorted after a while. “Men – I’ll
believe anything about them.”
Sophia turned slightly, tensely towards Ifay, but relaxed before saying
anything. Everyone knew about Ifay’s man. Obasi had played on a couple of
jazz album and appeared briefly in a movie. He thought a lot of himself, believed
in polygamy, and continually pursued other wives.

Ifay had her own goblins.

“It’s not your fault,” Deka said again. Even if Sophia could believe that,
she still needed to deal with the aftershocks and ever-widening fissures.

It was the middle of a late spring morning, and she was out there in the
vegetable patch. It was a Sunday. Kwame had worked a couple of lucrative
shows recently, but right now he was home, and she herself didn’t have any
pressing deadlines. They’d been able to spend that Saturday together just being
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around each other. They’d done a little shopping and a little housework, laughed
a lot and talked some about their friends but hadn’t visited anyone.
She’d gotten out of bed early and quietly, carefully not waking him. She’d
come out in a fresh set of sweats and the broken out sneakers that she kept near
the back door. The birds weren’t yet comfortable with a human this far away
from the house. Mockingbirds sat on the fence scolding as Sophia knelt in the
crumbled dirt, picking grass and weeds away from the plants that she wanted to
keep.
By the time that the sweats had earned their name, the birds were used to
her. They hadn’t sent out the welcome wagon, but they’d quieted down. Then
the complaints started back up. Sophia looked up now and there he was walking
towards her, smiling that goofy way that he did sometimes after good sex. She
smiled, knowing that they were both thinking about last night.
He came and crouched beside her. The sleeping Sophia knew then that it
was a dream. Kwame didn’t walk out among the plants. He’d stand to the side
talking and watching Sophia work, the same way that Nita had done when they
were kids. But this time, he was beside her while she did the thing that she
loved. She pointed out what was making her happy that morning. The first baby
cucumber was on the vine. She’d been working hard and this was the beginning
of the yield. Kwame smiled, reaching towards the unfolding life.
The phone rang. She woke up, reaching for it and still smelling her
husband’s freshly washed skin and her own sweat combining with the memory of
the night before’s nastiness.
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It was her stepson.
“Azikwe. How you doing, Sugar?”
“Fine, thank you. Mama Sophia?”
“Mm hmm.”
“It’s Zee.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“I like people to call me Zee now.”
“You do? I don’t care for that so much myself.” There was a short
silence. “But it’s your name. I guess you have the right to self-definition just like
everybody else.”
“Yes Ma’am.” Another silence and Sophia could see his face the way he
probably looked at just that moment, his habitual seriousness spread across a
thin face still clinging to its baby-ness at just-turned-fourteen. “Mama Sophia?”
“I’m still here.”
“Yes Ma’am. Mama Sophia, is my father with you?”
He hadn’t said Daddy the way he usually did or even Dad the way he’d
taken to doing occasionally. Sophia cleared her throat. “I haven’t seen you
father in several days, Azikwe. Zee.” It sounded like a safe thing to say. Kwame
could be on the road up to two weeks at a time. (She thought for a moment of
the early days when she sometimes wondered at his fidelity during those trips,
but, after the first seven years she had started trusting him).
“Oh.” It came at as a sigh followed by another silence. Now she pictured
him, adjusting his glasses and pushing errant locks out of his face, tucking them
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behind his ear. Buying himself time, pulling it back together. “Okay. Mama
Sophia?”
“Still here.”
“I’m not on academic probation anymore.”
“That’s good to hear, Mister. I’m proud of you, even though you know you
should have never gotten that far behind in the first place.”
“Yes ma’am. You know, if I keep my grades up, I’ll be back on the
basketball team in the fall.”
It was Sophia’s turn to sigh, but she held it back. “That’s good, Sugar.
We all know how important the team is to you.”
“If I get to play will you come to at least one game?”
“Absolutely.” She’d seen that one coming.
“Okay. Okay, good. Thanks.”
“My pleasure.”
“Well, I just wanted to tell you about that. Maybe I’ll get to see you this
summer some time. And Mama Sophia…”
“Yes?”
“If you do see my Dad, “Azikwe stopped for a moment. When he
continued his voice sounded quite grown up. “Just tell him that I called.”
“I will.” Sophia did hesitate before making that promise, but what were her
real options? “You tell you mother and Mia that I said hello, okay?”
“Yes Ma’am. Bye now.”
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“Bye, Sugar.”
Sophia hung up and folded her hands behind her head. Of all the things
that she felt like doing (crying of course, cursing, driving to the mall for a pack of
cigarettes – she’d quit thirteen years ago – or a half-pound cheeseburger with
fries; finding Kwame and punching him – totally new desire) laughing finally won
out. That boy. Anime and basketball.
Neither she nor Kwame had been involved in the decision to tie
Azikwe’s continuance on the team to maintaining his grades. It had been
presented to them as a done deal under the pretense that they – or at least
Kwame – had the power to approve or veto.
Kwame had gone along with Abena’s, the mother’s, thinking. He usually
did when it concerned the kids. Sophia’s opinion had never been solicited. In
her heart, however, she wasn’t entirely in favor.
The kids were in private school – one of the things that kept Kwame
overworked and broke. Azikwe’d been promoted from the lower school to high
school at the beginning of the term. Sophia thought that was bound to be
exciting and at least a little frightening. No wonder the boy’s grades had slipped.
The church-sponsored basketball league had kept him in touch with old
habits and old friends. It seemed to Sophia that denying him that comfort would
just add to the existing angst.
But nobody had asked her and it seemed to have worked out all right.
She mused over this, smiling until she realized that she’d just promised to attend
at least one of those games.
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As much as she loved her stepchildren, she hated attending their
extracurricular activities. First of all, Kwame always insisted on driving in his van.
This was a great conveyance for carrying whatever Kwame thought would sell to
wherever he thought he could sell it, but the springs were always sprung and the
shock absorbers didn’t. Sophia really wished that she could get paid for every
time she’d come up on Kwame polishing some dented up, dinged up, ancient
battle wagon, literally caressing it with a piece of old tee shirt, crooning about
how that baby really hugged the road. Yes, well. She was pretty well battle-worn
and dinged up herself and those old plow horses had no mercy for her knees,
back and ankle.
And then of course there was a reason that, living where they did, Kwame
needed something that “hugged the road”. She wasn’t paranoid, no, definitely
not, but it did seem to her that whenever they braved the sloping bit of highway
stretched between Stonewall and Memphis, the weather would launch a full
frontal assault. Hailstones bounced on the roof, great walls of rain rendered the
windshield wipers useless, and gale force winds attempted to push the van
sideways down the slanted road. Kwame would crouch over the wheel
muttering, “I don’t know why you’re so scared. We got it. We got this.” We. Not
him and her. Him and the damn van. It would be funny later, when she was in a
warm tub and him sitting on the lowered lid of the toilet, clipping his nails and
reliving the Big Shot or Perfect Line or whatever. But not while she was in the
middle of the storm.

112

And then they’d get there and the play or game or concert or whatever
would be in the school or community center’s gym. Like most gym, this one
would stink, smelling of hours and days and weeks of sneakers and sweat socks
recycled endlessly between washes; laps run and hormones run amok, not to
mention liberally applied disinfectants. They’d get there and have to climb up to
the back of West Hell to cram into a line of strangers seated on wooden slabs.
Between the stressful road trip and then having to sit in the gym, being there
would give her a headache, never mind the secret, sweet joy of seeing the kids in
the middle of the school week.
After the event was over, Kwame would wade through the herd of
performers and relatives, searching for his own. And there they would be in the
lobby with Abena, their mother. There wasn’t any bad blood between Sophia and
her husband’s ex. There wasn’t anything particularly good between them either.
Abena never did anything to cause Sophia grief, not even when Kwame didn’t
have money he’d promised for something that the kids needed. But when the
four of them, Sophia’s husband, his two children and their mother, saw each
other after these games, they would fall into familiar patterns - family,
comfortable together. And Sophia would be left there alone, the outsider.
She lay alone in her bed wondering who she was now to Azikwe and his
sister. Was she still a part of their lives, the indefinable relative? Or was she
really the outsider now?
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Jeremy Slacker sat a couple of feet away from the bed. His chair was one
of the better made Shaker look-a-likes. The rug beneath it might have been
copied from that same period. The bedclothes and draperies were more elegant
– silk, maybe, and not pretending to be anything. Their dark wine coloring
blended well with the cherry wood chair. All were fresh enough to welcome
Jeremy’s uncovered flesh. Now and then he glanced at the dresser top. It was
cherry wood too and nothing was on top of it but a crocheted runner and a bowl
of dried flowers. There was no television, flat screen or otherwise.
This wasn’t one of Nashville’s major hotel chains. It wasn’t much at all like
the hotels that Jeremy was accustomed to. He wanted to belong to scenes like
this. Anita Skinner was part of his plan to make that happen. She knew that.
“Have you thought any more about my proposal?” He touched the tulipshaped goblet to his lip, giving her what he probably considered his seductive
stare. When he’d walked into the restaurant downstairs earlier, he’d looked like a
not-quite-there rendering of that running back for the Titans. Long, styled
dreadlocks pulled back behind the collar of a Hilfiger shirt with jeans to match the
shirt, Italian sandals, and a strong splash of Perry Ellis.
It was all off now except the cologne. Jeremy was maybe ten years older
than the Tennessee footballer, but his chest and belly were tight; the legs were
long and muscled. His feet were propped against the bed as he pushed the chair
back on two legs, giving her a full view. Corned, rough-skinned and calloused,
the feet were ugly as sin. But that was all right. Anita grew up in the country and
didn’t like her men to look as if they’d never worked.
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“Oh, did you propose?” Anita was on the bed, rubbing one of those
unattractive feet. She felt him flinch.
“Touché.” The younger man recovered nicely, tipping his glass towards
her. “But it’s not something to joke about. Tempus fugit and all that.” He sipped
the cognac.
“Mmph.” Anita didn’t know if she’d invest in his scheme or not. He’d been
so cute at dinner, talking so intently, glossing over the parts it was in his best
interest to keep her ignorant of. It was almost worth the investment to keep
someone around who thought her that virginal, that inexperienced and trusting.
Almost. She could afford the gamble, but somebody was going to get hurt
in Jeremy’s plot. That somebody didn’t have to be her. But still…
“You say you’ve got a direct pipeline to the prez?”
Jeremy set his glass on the floor, morphing into down home businessman
mode. “No, I’m not making that claim. But I do know people who know people.
It’s supposed to be hush-hush. But I thought if I offered you this opportunity now,
you’d remember when you saw something that may help me later on.” He
paused, giving her a well-rehearsed bad-boy smirk. “You know, since we seem
to work so well together.”
“I see.” Anita didn’t smile back. Whatever her answer, especially if it was
a yes, she didn’t want to give it up too easily. She liked him okay. He wasn’t
young enough to be her son, but he was young enough. A few wins in his folder,
not totally inexperienced, but still a little hungry, still seeing some things for the
first time. She was even amused and a little flattered that he could treat her as if
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she should be letting him influence and guide her. But it was good protocol to be
a little mysterious.
And earlier in the evening she’d actually cried in his arms. She hadn’t
been weeping or whooping or anything, but the tears from earlier in the day had
returned, only she wasn’t alone in the car, but in bed with a man.
She knew that he wasn’t the kind to go around bragging. Not about
something like that. Some things he’d keep in his own stash, use for his own
purposes. But a person couldn’t live the life that he did without a shipful of self
confidence. In the back of his mind he was surely working out a strategy to
utilize his established mastery over her.
Really, though there hadn’t been any new heights attained. For
somebody so young and clever, it’d been basically the same old same old. But
lying under him with her fingers dug into his long locks and those locks hanging
down around her shoulders, she’d thought about Kwame.
Not that this guy reminded her of Kwame. Sophia’s husband was wiry and
the color of wet sand. Jeremy was more sealskin colored, with a thicker layer of
flesh over his bones. And while Jeremy certainly had his locks crafted and
maintained by a licensed stylist, Kwame would laugh at the idea of that.
And it wasn’t that she missed Kwame. She missed Sophia. She missed
her friend.
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Chapter 6

“How much I owe you, Man?”
“You owe me nothing.”
“You sure about that?” Kwame stood beside the cab’s front door, one
hand on his back pocket, reaching for his wallet. “You picked me up out of town
and bought me all the way home.”

Kwame had called the driver’s cell number

needing a ride from the motel that he’d taken Nita to.
“I am sure.” Esra’s brother owned Miriam’s, Stonewall’s little Ethiopian
restaurant. On weekends a reggae band played at the spot and college students
from Jackson and Nashville crowded in, spending enough on cover charges,
drinks, and doro wat to keep things going. But weekdays were slow. Afternoons
the cabbie would sit in the eatery, sipping tea and waiting for calls from the
dispatcher. If Kwame had dead time between markets he might be there too, not
waiting for anything in particular. He’d sit in a corner table with the honeyskinned man that Sophia had once described as pretty, talking about nothing
much. Each of them spent more time in front of a wheel than a television. Both
had family in Stonewall, but still felt like strangers in a strange land.
“We are friends.” Esra explained, shifting the car into drive. “But Kwame,
my brother…”
“Yeah?” Kwame’s hand was still on his pocket, prepared to make
restitution.
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“Behave yourself.” The driver waved again and pulled away, moving to
and around the corner.
It was Thursday, four days after everything had happened.

Yesterday

he’d been sitting in the McDonald’s near the motel when he remembered that on
Thursdays, Sophia went to meetings of the rose society.
He’d never been happy about that. The idea of a rose society seemed like
everything he wasn’t. Grey-haired, grey-skinned conservatives with Vanderbilt
degrees. People who spent hours discussing and researching ways to make
inedible plants prettier and more productive. Hours. People who, after work,
love, and worry had time and energy to give to that sort of thing, and had the
language for it.

But it did something for her, he could see that. She’d come

back home peaceful, as if she’d had some really good stuff. But she’d be sweet
with him that same night, so that wasn’t it. It was just something that she liked
that he wasn’t into. It seemed to be good for her and it was only two hours a
week. But he’d never liked it.
Sitting there biting on his Big Mac on that Wednesday, Kwame had
decided to use the rose thing to his advantage. He couldn’t stay where he was
forever and he didn’t know what the hell to say to Sophia that might explain
things, might make things something like okay. He needed time to think it out.
The cab disappeared and Kwame walked over to his van. He unlocked
the side door and looked around. Everything was like he’d left it. Crates of
merchandise lined the floor. Folding chairs and tables leaned against the far wall
and there was his tool box. He climbed in behind the steering wheel, put the key

118

in the ignition and turned. The engine started nicely and for a moment he sat
listening to the sound that he knew as intimately as he knew the noises that his
wife made at night. He sat still, feeling the seat shivering against the back of his
thighs. After awhile he turned the motor off and got out, ready now to face the
house that he’d been calling home for almost a decade now.
He walked pass the edged-up lawn and flowerbeds, remembering the last
time that he’d entered the house. Two nearly naked women. He smiled
remembering it. And while he was always glad to see his wife’s hips and legs, it
was the other body that had gotten his attention, a body that he’d heard about
but never experienced himself. And then his interest in Anita’s legs was
increased by his pleasure at her response to him.
She’d lost control. She’d jumped, smacking against the table, making the
bowls and saucers dance, spilling some type of sauce on her bare knee. Her
feet had scrabbled against the floor unable to get themselves right. He’d been
stunned himself, but he’d also wanted to go hug her. Comfort her. Make
everything okay.
The next day she’d been the same as she usually was – poised and
perfect. He’d gone with her to view the building because that was the quickest
way to get rid of her and be alone again with Sophia. But the idea of Home
House was like the rose society to him. Not that the people he knew could be
compared to elderly, Old Family Southerners. But still, it was a world that he
wasn’t going to be part of. He could serve as maintenance, fixing things up here
and there. But he didn’t have the money or the style for true membership. His
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wife did. Standing at the window that day, listening to Nita describe the world
that she would create here, Kwame had wanted her to be the soft, vulnerable
being from the day before. He wanted to be the one making things happen, at
least for right now.
He let himself into the house and went upstairs to pack. The old duffel
bag that he traveled with was in the closet. Sophia had emptied out the balledup mess of dirty socks and underwear. She’d put his shaving gear back on the
shelf that it occupied between road trips. This trip would end only two exits down
the interstate and he couldn’t project a return date.
He didn’t want to think about anything – not the present or the future. He
moved quickly, automatically from closet to dresser making himself not-notice the
settled-in remnants of Sophia’s lavender scent or the feather pillow that he
preferred leaning against the side of the headboard closest to the window.
Downstairs he went into the kitchen and got the unopened bag of Kenyan
coffee. Sophia didn’t particularly care for it and he might not be able to find it in
Lee. He walked back through the front room headed for the door. There were
pictures on the table near the sofa. He grabbed the studio shot of Sophia and
packed it in his bag, still not-thinking, but taking time to cushion it between two
tee shirts. He looked at the kids’ school portraits and decided to leave them. He
had pictures of those two on his phone and in his wallet. He’d let these stay
were they were, staking out a spot for him.
He took his bag and walked out of the house trying to seem casual,
normal, as if it were any day, the beginning of any journey. At the van he noticed
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Mr. Tate, the Old Guy next door, sitting on his porch. Like any normal warm day.
Kwame raised a hand without speaking. He didn’t usually say anything to this
one, but felt a kinship with him just the same. The man had been sitting in the
same spot since Sophia’s childhood. A few times he’d phoned to tell the older
Ransomes of strange activity on the street, and at least once, on their own
property. Sort of a local Loa for protection, he helped the neighborhood stay a
good place.
Kwame waved at the man, smiled and was not acknowledged. The porchsitter raised the customary paper sack-covered can to his lips and stared.
Kwame climbed into the van and adjusted the side mirrors, without looking at the
old man again. He started up and pulled away from the house, wondering if in a
few months time he, himself would be the unwelcome outsider to be warned
against.

He’d met Sophia at the Humboldt Strawberry Festival. He’d thought it was
a joke when Ojo’d suggested it. About a year before that, Kwame’s common-law
wife, Abena, had taken the kids and moved back to her home town, Memphis.
Ojo wasn’t the sort to acknowledge bruised emotions but he’d started being
around more. Now and then the other vendor would have dates for them.
Kwame’s woman would always be somebody different from what he wanted; they
wouldn’t be Abena. But that wasn’t the kind of thing he could say to anybody,
definitely not to Ojo who changed women like he changed shirts. Sometimes
Kwame would go home with the woman, because people expected men to act
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like that. He always ended up telling Ojo that things hadn’t worked out with that
one.
The strawberry festival had been in a little podunk town. Kwame hadn’t
bothered to get a booth for himself. He’d been sitting in the spare chair at Ojo’s
table when these three women had walked up. Ojo had hit on the one who
looked as if she had money and brains both. That was Anita. The fast-talking
one in the middle, Sheila, had seen Kwame on the far side of the table and
started talking to him.
But at the show’s end it had been Sophia’s number on the back of a blank
receipt in his pocket. She was what the people at home would call a sweet
woman - a pretty smile, acted like she knew who she was but not pushing herself
forward too much. She was good-looking too, but Kwame thought that he
wouldn’t try to sleep with this one. She had a sort of undercurrent of
unhappiness and he didn’t want to make that any worse. He didn’t want his own
unhappiness becoming any deeper.
Three years later, he’d left Lee to move in with his new wife. There hadn’t
been anything to keep him in Lee. His parents were both dead, his favorite
brother had moved to Chicago, and his big sister, Joe Ann, had her own family.
Ojo was in Stonewall and Kwame got along with the gang up there pretty good.
And he’d stopped hoping that Abena would change her mind and come back with
the kids.
Only one thing had changed since then, but it was enough to send him
running back home.
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“Guess you come back here between women, eh Gerald?” Daniel, his
brother-in-law, leaned forward over his plate, his hands palmed together. He
called Kwame by his birth name, same as everybody else down here in Lee did.
Daniel looked like a lizard to Kwame - always had. It was probably the
sneaky grin and bugged out, shifty eyes. However, Joe Ann’s husband was the
vice president in charge of something over at a bank in Jackson. So to everyone
else, Kwame supposed, the man was probably more like a king cobra. To
Daniel, Kwame was sure that he himself resembled a mouse or a toad –
something there to be gobbled up.
Now the man glanced around the crowded dining room, inviting this
segment of his entourage to join the fun.
“Now, you can’t count that first marriage…”
“He never married the first one,” Thomas, a cousin who preached,
murmured.
“Anyway, he was living in town here all the time he was with that one.
That can’t be counted as a between time.” That was Floyd, another cousin who
sold insurance and thought that he and Daniel held highest rank in the clan.
“Well, he stayed here after she left him. And didn’t go nowhere until he
moved to Stonewall with the next one.” Daniel sipped his tea. “Up there to her
house.” He didn’t emphasize the word “her”. He didn’t need to. “And now he’s
back.”
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“You all hush.” Joe Ann spoke up. “You don’t have any right or reason to
sit here discussing Gerald’s personal affairs. He’s planning to visit with us for a
while. That’s all I know. And I’m happy to have him here.”
“She’s not with him.” This was almost a whisper, coming from somebody
over in one of the chairs along the wall.
“Anyway, if Uncle G gets lonely, we’ll find somebody to keep him
company.” The table went quiet for a moment. A young cousin, Diane, had said
that. Nobody that Diane knew, with their two hundred dollar weave jobs and
designer purses, would want a companion with graying dreadlocks, a wife
somewhere, no understandable work and driving a ten-year-old cargo van.
“It’s nice for everybody to be so concerned about me.” Kwame slipped into
the conversation. The fork that he’d been using on his pound cake came to a
rest. He raised his head, smiled at Daniel and kept smiling at him. “But I’m
good. I just want to spend some time with my family while I’m here, getting to
know all these relatives that I haven’t seen in a while. I might work a show or
two.” He paused for a second. “That’s all I plan to do, think or talk about.” He
forked the last of the pound cake into his mouth. It was a big piece. He chewed
for awhile and washed it down with the rest of his iced tea.
He turned and smiled at his sister. It was different from the smile that he’d
shoved at Daniel. “You finally figured out how to make Mama’s cake.”
“Hey, boy, it’s my cake now. I figured out Mama’s recipe and added my
personal touches to it.” Joe Ann was smiling back, looking at him closely,
hunting for answers that he didn’t have ready yet.
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“I could tell that,” he lied. “And don’t go trying to get me to say which
version I like better.”
Joe Ann pretended to throw her napkin at him and some of the others
laughed.
“Well, my wife’s just doing what she’s supposed to do.” Daniel broke in on
the happy moment. “When your people bequeath you something good, you’re
supposed to improve on it. It doesn’t help the family if you just let things go
backwards. There is no standing still. Things either improve or backslide. Some
people never do learn that.”
Joe Ann turned her face towards her husband, hints of anger at the
corners of her mouth and eyes. Kwame stood up quickly, stretching and
yawning. He’d done enough harm recently. There was probably more to come,
but not this minute. “I’m full as a Christmas hog. I need to work some of this off.”
He turned towards Jo Ann’s oldest grandson and said “You want to go throw the
ball around for a while?”
The boy grinned and jumped up carrying his plate and glass to the
kitchen. His brother and two cousins looked towards Jo Ann, getting a nod of
permission to do the same. Kwame followed them, still smiling, trying to look
happy.

“You run over by the tool shed and you run over by the fence and I’ll throw
the ball to him.” The backyard quarterback looked a little bit like Kwame’s own
boy. Maybe a year or so younger. Though on this one, the pudginess that had
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still been baby fat on Azikwe when Kwame’d last seen him, was turning to
muscle.
Kwame rarely did this with his own son, hardly ever out on the field in
some rough and tumble competition. Azikwe did sports – tee-ball and Little
League when he was younger, basketball lately – but Kwame, when he was
there at all, didn’t participate. He usually sat in the bleachers or on a lawn chair,
next to Sophia, as Azikwe and his age mates cavorted around the yard or across
a field.
And maybe that was just as well, he thought now, getting up from the
ground again. Having kids, even part time, had been tough enough on his body.
There’d been swings to push, un-mastered bicycles to hold upright, piggyback
rides. If he’d had to wrestle and roughhouse on a regular basis, he’d probably be
crippled by now.
“Gerald, come talk to me a while before you leave.” Joe Ann was sitting
over on the deck with a pitcher full of something enticing. Kwame tossed the ball
to one of the boys, trying to look casual and not limp as he walked towards his
sister.
“I thought I’d better bail you out before you got killed out there.” She filled
a glass and handed it to him smiling, not far from outright laughter.
“And I thank you for it.” Kwame eased into the other chair and took a sip.
“Mama’s lemonade too.”
“Not really. Daniel’s mother showed me how she made hers.”
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“Oh.” They didn’t talk for a while after that. When they did it wasn’t about
very much. Who had died, married, had kids, done something foolish.

Kwame

relaxed into his chair, sipping Daniel’s mama’s lemonade, watching the
ballplayers chase each other around the yard.
“Have you seen yours lately?” It was getting dark when Joe Ann asked
this question. Fireflies wove among the players. The game would be ending
soon.
“No. Not lately.” Kwame was facing the yard. He didn’t turn to look at
her.
“Irvin Mills was in town visiting his father last week. I ran into him at the
Walgreen’s.”
“Yeah?” Kwame uncrossed his legs and sat up straighter. Irvin was Ojo’s
down home name. It was Ojo that she’d seen at the drugstore.
“Unhunh. He said something about a group of you all starting some sort
of school?”
Kwame leaned his head against the back of his chair. “Community center.
We’re planning on a community center.”
“Have you all gotten some type of grant or something?”
“No, it’s going to be independent. No government money allowed.”
“Sounds expensive.”
Yeah. It’ll take a little doing.” He drummed one fist against a knee for a
couple of beats and added, “We’ve got an investment counselor working with us.
I hear she’s been doing some interesting things.”
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Joe Ann laughed. “Are they legal?”
“I don’t think she’d do anything wrong.” Kwame pounded his knee again.
“Isn’t there a community center in Stonewall?” Joe Ann asked next. “We
have one in Lee and we’re half the size of your town.”
“There’re two centers already in Stonewall. Both of them are attached to
the county Park and Recreation division. We don’t want Big Brother to be a part
of this one.”
“I’d think that if you have enough money to open your own facility then at
least some of you supply part of the tax money that keeps the Parks and
Recreation places going. Don’t you think it might be more practical for your
group to organize people to try to influence the centers that already exist?”
“God bless the child who’s got his own.”
“But I’m saying that you have got your own. You’ll affect more children
and probably help direct a larger budget by helping to guide the places that
already exist.”
Kwame shook his head. “Actually, we talked about all that. Try to work
with the government and you spend most of your time arguing, filing petitions and
sitting at board meetings. Then when the administration changes you might wind
up starting all over from scratch.”
“So then, ya’ll think it’s just better to do it yourself?”
“That’s the idea. At least try to anyway.”
“Well, it may be better, but it won’t be any cheaper. You all have that kind
of money?”
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Kwame ground his teeth quietly for a few seconds. Joe Ann knew what
kind of money he made. Daniel made sure that everyone in the family knew.
“Some people are offering part of their pension money. Some are tithing to this
instead of their churches.” He gave a quick laugh. “One sister’s donating a big
jackpot she hit down in Tunica.”
“Mmmhmm.” Joe Ann didn’t say anything else for a while.
Kwame knew what she was waiting for. He tried to wait her out, but
couldn’t. “Sophia’s got the money from her father’s estate and his insurance
policy. She’s giving a portion of that.”
Even in the developing darkness he knew how his sister was looking at
him, searching for the part that he wanted to hide a while longer. “Is that why
you’re here?”
Kwame turned his face away from her. “Some of the group’s offering
services instead of cash. Sophia’s friend is using her expertise in financial
matters to locate a property for the center and get a good deal on it.” He didn’t
add that Anita was also able to supply a significant portion of the cost. “This one
guy owns a construction company. He’s going to bring the house we use up to
code and keep it that way. He’s already asked me if I want to help him with that.”
There was another silence. Kwame knew that his sister was aware of his
lack of building skills. He could replace floorboards and faucets. Maybe even
patch up a roof. But he didn’t have Mani’s equipment, supplies or experience.
Kwame knew next to nothing about building codes.
“Is that why you’re here?” She asked again.
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“No.” They were both quiet for a few seconds. “Maybe. I don’t know.”
Joe Ann kept sitting patiently. But what she was waiting for now, was
something that he couldn’t say, not even to her. Especially not to her. When Joe
Ann learned of his overwhelming sin, she might start to think of him the same
way that her husband did; the way that Sophia might be thinking about him now.
“Oh well.” Joe Ann patted her mouth with a napkin, rubbing away the
tension growing between them. “I know how it can be dealing with the
government. I just gave Tennessee Power a two hundred dollar deposit and they
still don’t have the lights on at Mama and Daddy’s house.”
“Okay.” Kwame could repay her from the cash in the safe under the van’s
passenger seat. He’d meant to give most of that money to Sophia for the utilities
and other bills at their own house. He’d done well at that last show. He’d been
able to get that necklace for Sophia. Driving home, he’d thought about taking her
to Nashville for a weekend of dancing and shows. They hadn’t done that in a
while. Even a few days ago, on the crumbly walkway in front of the house that
he’d visited with Anita, he’d decided to buy the cement and do the repaving
himself (something like that he could handle). Show Sophia that he respected
the project even though he didn’t see yet where he himself fit in.
“You can stay with us until the lights come on.” That was Joe Ann,
reading him again, detecting his unhappiness.
“No, that’s okay. They’ll probably be on tomorrow.” He hoped so. Right
now, he couldn’t bear to spend a weekend under his brother-in-law’s roof. And
Joe Ann might mother him into telling his secrets. The water would be on at the
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other house and he had an electrical generator and droplights if it came to that.
“I can rough it if I have to.”
“I want you to eat with us if you don’t have a way to cook.”
“I’ll manage.”
Joe Anne saw that he meant it and didn’t push anymore. She stood up
and called to the boys and young men, telling them to come in out of the night air
before they fell on top of her hydrangea or broke somebody’s bones
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CHAPTER 7

To: Board of Directors, Home House
From: Anita Skinner
Re: Procedural Updates

There will be a meeting Sunday, June 1, at Larry’s Place to address issues
concerning the center’s opening. Please attend.
A. Skinner

Two and a half decades ago, Sophia was living in an eclectic, laid back
section of Southwest Atlanta, a year and a half out of college, sprouting bushy
short locks. Looking at old photo albums, Kwame would one day refer to the
style as early Marley, but she’d actually been imitating the newer artist, Tracey
Chapman. She’d met, but not married, her first husband, didn’t even suspect
that marriage was so near. She was just discovering this Internet thing and
though her degree was in English, her job was with a newly formed web
company.
Anita was in Memphis in those days with an almost virginal master’s in
finance and an entry level position in a local branch of one of the national
investment companies. Neither of them went home much. In fact, if Nita got a
long weekend free, she’d usually drive to Georgia and visit Sophia.
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They both had developed a taste for drama and dance, and shows came
to Atlanta that never made it to Memphis or Nashville. The museum was large
with an ever-shifting montage of exhibits. There were restaurants too, everything
from exotic little bistros to large, toned affairs. They’d go sometimes to lectures
at the university center and afterwards to salons where they’d discuss politics
and culture with professors and artists. They developed opinions and proclivities.
During almost every visit, if the weather was good enough, they’d sit on
the porch swing of Sophia’s rented house, talking about the personal universes
that they were begetting. Anita had work that she enjoyed and had begun a
sure-footed career journey complete with an older woman serving as mentor.
It wasn’t just the money, she’d tell Sophia. There was an almost erotic joy
in creating wealth, even when it wasn’t her own money that was being multiplied.
At that stage of things she wasn’t handling any big accounts or making any grand
decisions. But the day was coming, she predicted, when she’d be the one
nurturing those nest eggs, making them mature.
Sophia was still fumbling around back then, not quite set on her path. But
she supposed that she knew what her friend was talking about. She’d been
gardening since childhood. She knew the joy of creating something and
watching it grow.

Now Sophia sat on the lower edge of the bed, staring at the closet.
Clothes lay across everything in the room. She was always late storing away her
winter clothes and now sweaters and long-sleeved blouses lay sleeve-to-hem
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with sundresses and batik skirts. Kwame’s winter things were there too, rooted
from the back of the closet in her search for something to wear.
Sophia looked at the soft, yellow blouse that she’d been holding for a few
minutes now. She couldn’t remember when or where she’d gotten it, couldn’t
remember ever wearing it before either.
Usually she wasn’t very concerned with clothes. Now and then, dressing
up was part of a special occasion’s ceremony. Or sometimes she would be at a
festival or in a boutique and notice a particular piece of jewelry or pair of sandals.
Usually, though, dressing was a matter of choosing something suitable and
matching, clean without wrinkles or holes. Around friends it was usually a matter
of either tie-dyed cottons and sandals or denim and sneakers. Something like
that.
Maybe today could count as a special occasion. Special didn’t always
mean good.

Anyway, she was particular about how she looked today. The last

time she’d seen her husband he’d been leaving the house with the woman who’d
be chairing today’s meeting.
She hadn’t heard from her husband in six weeks. Two weeks ago,
she’d succumbed to her nerves and started trying to call Kwame on his cell
phone. She’d call somewhere between midnight and two in the morning the way
she usually did if she needed to reach him during a road trip. By then, he’d
probably be finished for the day. If he was still at the show and saw their home
number appear in the little window, he’d answer anyway. If he was busy he’d tell
her when he’d probably be free to return her call.
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It was different now. She spent all day trying not to think about things.
Now when she dialed Kwame’s number late at night, it was because all of her
work was done and she was tired of whatever she was trying to read. There was
nothing else to occupy her mind.
She’d grab the phone and punch 1 on the speed dial menu. Sitting in the
empty, quiet house, Sophia would listen to the phone ring until the voicemail
picked up. Kwame’s voice would sound against her ear, upbeat and confident,
promising to get back to her as soon as possible. Some nights she called until
the mailbox was full.
The last three nights Kwame’s phone was already turned off when she
started dialing his number. Yesterday, she’d gone ahead and called her sisterin-law. Joe Ann had said yes, she’d seen Kwame recently. If she saw him again
she’d pass a message. So far, Sophia hadn’t heard from him.
Hearing that his sister had talked to Kwame recently and thought she
might hear from hear again soon, was upsetting. It sounded as if he was
camping out down in Lee and might be there for awhile. Sophia supposed that
she needed to drive down there and find out. Knowing was always better than
not knowing. But so far she hadn’t been able to do it. But she knew that she
needed to make some sort of move. She didn’t want to think about a future
without Kwame, but whatever was to be, she needed to try to get a handle on
things. She knew that. .
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Thinking about clothes reminded her of the Atlanta era and Anita’s
comments on the woman who’d offer to be her career coach. Sophia had never
met the woman, but from Anita’s frequent descriptions she’d felt as if the mentor
was part of her life. The two friends spent a lot of time discussing whether this
guide had recognized and shared Nita’s passion for the work or if she simply
knew that the younger woman could make money for the company. At any rate
she’d taken the responsibility of cultivating Anita, pruning and shaping her work
habits.
During high school, college and, Sophia was sure, graduate school,
Anita’s clothes, and the way that she wore them, had been the envy of other girls
and women. The more intense she’d become about collecting guys, the more
careful she became about her image. Attractive but not easy, not cheap. Like
the vodoun Erzulie, a beguiler of men, rival of women, and obtainable only when
she wanted to be.
The trainer on that first job had insisted on redirection. She’d told Anita
that sexiness could be an asset in business, but sometimes it could be an
impediment. The younger woman had initially been unimpressed by that advice.
The other had experience and the wisdom that came with it. This acumen did
not extend into the area of physical beauty. According to Anita, the older woman
looked like a cross between Yoda and Frankenstein. She might be jealous.
Sophia had convinced her friend to at least give the other woman’s
perspective a chance. The changes that she suggested didn’t have to be
permanent ones.
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It’d taken some time, but Anita had found the conversions to be beneficial.
Men at the office still leered at her, but they began to listen too. The envy of the
women was modulated by respect.

She hadn’t made a lot of friends at that job,

but she’d made money. And contacts. She’d developed a different sort of
strength.
Sophia had never known what it was like to be regarded as an ideal of
pulchritude. She did know that people tended to regard her as soft and sweet. It
was an inclination that usually annoyed her, but that she sometimes used to have
her way. Now she needed people to look at her differently. She’d already been
sobbing on Deka and Ifay’s shoulders. Since those post-graduate days, Anita
had done a good job of developing a cool, ruthless persona. It’d be easy for
people to take Sophia’s side over Anita’s – to make Nita feel unwanted. They
couldn’t afford that. Home House had some chance of survival if they all worked
together, but not a snowball’s chance in a hot place without Anita. They needed
her financial shrewdness and contacts. They even needed her ability to make
decisions that contrasted with her own emotional bent. Because Nita did have
feelings; sometimes very strong ones. Sophia knew that much about her. Which
made her wonder about the part that she obviously didn’t know – what did the
money-lady really think about Kwame? What did she think about Sophia? How
could Sophia have missed whatever made this happen?
Sophia stood up, purposely and staunchly setting those thoughts aside.
She looked around and found a dark denim skirt to match the blouse and a pair
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of halfway dressy black sandals that she hardly ever wore. Then she went into
the bath, took a shower and donned her armor.

Anita hadn’t seen Sophia in that blouse for a while. Maybe never. She
remembered buying it back during a phase when she was trying to convince her
friend to evolve up from the hippie era. Sophia had oohed and aahed over it and
then, Nita supposed, hung it in the back of the closet. Sophia had gained a little
weight since then, but it was a well made garment and camouflaged the extra
pounds. Anita looked at Sophia, eyebrows raised, asking a question that the
other woman chose not to answer.
Anita was sitting at the head of the big table and Sophia began walking in
her direction, stopping now and then to speak to others in the room. Once at the
table she sat in the chair directly to Anita’s left and murmured and unadorned,
“hello.” It would all look and sound normal enough to anyone who didn’t know
the two women, didn’t know their history.
Anita was beginning to wonder how much of that history the others in the
room knew. Deka came and sat in the chair to Sophia’s left. Ifay took the chair
to Nita’s right, directly across from Sophia. The naturopath offered Anita her
regular smile and greeting. Ifay sounded just this side of hostile. Anita spoke to
each of the women, quietly noticing something new and perhaps dangerous in
the eyes of each.
Well, she’d had plenty of experience at doing business in hostile
environments. This group was composed of nice people. They weren’t even in
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the neighborhood of some of the situations she’d survived. She smiled at the
others, not saying much herself, giving them time to finish talking and settle.
Sometimes she felt like a mother wolf, not always popular with the rest of the
pack, but necessary. She braced herself against the memories and regrets and
began the meeting.
“Okay, folks, we have quite a bit of ground to cover before we adjourn for
supper. We want to start classes this fall. The building needs to be brought up
to par. Brother Mani is going to tell us about all that. Deka and Sheila are going
to discuss organization and procedure. But first we need to talk about money.
After paying for the building and a few other expenditures, as of our most recent
bank statement we have nine thousand six hundred and twenty six dollars and
forty two cents. Our estimated operating expenses will be about thirty five
hundred a month. That would cover regular bills but doesn’t include periodic
items such as property taxes and equipment. Mani will need some materials for
whatever repairs he needs to make and I suppose he’ll have to pay a crew.
However, the entire monthly estimate won’t become effective until we begin daily
operations which will occasion increased utility use, weekend lunches, and salary
for part time instructors.”
Anita lay down the sheet she’d been reading from, folded her hands and
looked at the faces around her. Some of them were looking down at their hands
or the papers in front of them. Others stared back at her as if waiting for some
sort of comfort. More than five years they’d been seriously discussing an
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independently owned facility. Some goals only looked unreachable once they
were attained.
“I can pay the utilities for the first six months of full operation.” She doled
out just enough reassurance to remind them that it was doable.
“I can pay the county property taxes for the first year.” Sophia had been
one of the ones staring down at her hands. After that assertion she looked up
and over at Nita, chin forward, lips pressed together. As if she was trying to be
tough.
The personal mother-wolf part of Nita became a little concerned over the
promise and the look. Sophia had acquired two lumps of money at her father’s
death – the insurance and his savings account. Anita had guided the insurance
money into solid investments. They were still doing well, but the market wasn’t
dependable right now. She wished that the two of them had discussed this the
way that they usually did before Sophia made a major commitment.
“I’ll supply the food for the weekend lunches.” That was Deka’s offer.
“For how long?” Nita brought herself back to the present.
Deka looked surprised. “I don’t know. You all know me. I’ll want to
influence their dietary habits as much as possible.”
“But for how long?” Nita repeated. “We need to know for future budget
projections.”
“She’s right, Deek,” Ifay spoke up from Nita’s other side. “You can’t offer
to do it forever. Say six months or something, and if you want you can extend it
beyond that.”
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“Okay, then, six months.” Deka still looked a little put off.
“All right. I can supply building materials for initial repairs.” Mani’s happy,
thunderous voice entered the conversation. “Now, for work on the wiring we’ll
need electricians. I can’t find away around that, but I know some guys who’ll give
us a good rate and do a good job. For most of the rest, I’m depending on
volunteer services.” Most of them nodded, agreeing to be part of the work crew.
Then he looked at Sophia. “I had talked to Kwame about this aspect of things.
He still in?”
Anita opened her mouth, preparing to make some sort of diversion.
Beside her, Ifay tensed, also ready for action.
“I don’t know,” Sophia answered the question on her own. “I haven’t
talked to him lately.” Then she looked at Anita, her face serene, her eyes
displaying the closest thing to hatred that Anita had ever seen there. “Has he
said anything to you about working with the center?”
The table grew quiet. Anita supposed that anyone who’d been totally
unaware of things two minutes ago was probably beginning to be suspicious.
Even Mani, perpetually happy and oblivious, was beginning to figure things out.
Ojo, Nita noticed, was looking at Sophia shrewdly.
“So is Sophia still going to be the center’s director?” Sheila sounded
shrewd herself as she asked this question.
“Yes, I think it would be a good idea.” Anita spoke as normally as she
could. “We’ll be making most of the decisions as a group, but we need to have
some one to coordinate everything and serve as a go to person for the parents
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and students. Soph is very good with people.” She paused. “Unless anybody
has any objections?” Almost everyone at the table mumbled their acceptance
immediately.
“Good.” Sheila nodded, a look of pseudo-innocence on her face.
“You and Nita always work well together. It’ll be easy for the two of you to share
information. And everything.” Now she gave a big fake smile.

Anita’s family had been, among other things, the neighborhood and school
bullies. She herself had never been that interested in terrorizing others. But
she’d been damaged by the fall from her cousin’s car. Her family’s lack of
compassion and angry words had increased the injury.

Plus she’d needed to

protect herself, both from cousins as well as outsiders who thought it’d be easier
to get revenge on a Skinner girl instead of older male relatives. She’d grown to
her teen age years with an unpleasant reputation for fighting almost as often as
she ate.
Sophia had been the first step away from that way of living. The two girls
would sit together on the back porch of the Ransomes’ house looking at the
garden that Sophia had finally been allowed to have. It was supposed to be a
vegetable patch – something useful instead of ornamental. But the minister and
his wife hadn’t paid any more attention to that than they did to anything else
concerning their daughter. By the garden’s third season, there’d been marigolds
and zinnias snuggled against the tomatoes and peppers.
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One day, when they were both about sixteen, Sophia had been out there,
kneeling down, poking holes for the okra seeds. She’d paused and looked over
at Nita sitting in an old kitchen chair near the back steps. “This is my Eden.”
She’d said that and smiled.
Anita had smiled back, not because she knew what her friend was talking
about, but to indulge her. Back then, she’d still thought of the other girl as being
sort of babyish. When she’d smiled, it was the way that a grownup smiles at a
child describing an imaginary world.
They’d grown up and held onto those roles. Nita was the world-wise,
experienced pragmatist, and Sophia was the innocent space-cadet, peering at
the world through rose-tinted spectacles. But still, Nita knew. In her heart, and
not hidden very deep down either, she knew that there were important things in
life that Sophia understood better than she herself ever would and that Sophia
was her Eden, her peace.
Now she sat at the head of the table, her hands folded in front of
her face, in front of the blank shield of a mask that she wore even among this
group, the closest she had to real friends. Sheila sat at the other end of the
table, taunting Anita with the fact that everything that she knew of peace might be
gone now and by her own hand.
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CHAPTER 8

The sky was beginning to fall apart over Lee. A fine mist hung over
everything, not exactly falling or blowing. Just there. Kwame plunged through it
time and again, not staying dry, but not exactly getting wet either, going about the
business of preparing the van for another trip. Tiny droplets fell against the back
of his neck and his hands, making the skin cold and slick. It didn’t bother him
much. In a way it reminded him of the times when the children were small and
occasionally spending time with him and Sophia. If he had to go on a trip during
their visit, they’d get in the way while he packed, tugging at his clothes and
asking questions. The mist felt like that, tugging and pulling, gently getting in his
way.
Azikwe and Mia’s would be a building-up kind of pestering that would
almost always tick him off until he began to snap and fuss.

Sophia would laugh

and scold him, when he fussed at the kids, reminding him how fast time changed
and children grew. He needed to enjoy them, even the uncomfortable times,
while he had them with him. Kwame paused now, and ran a hand through hair
puffed with humidity and whipping around in all directions. Maybe she’d been
right.
Finished with the packing he walked to the front of the vehicle, climbed
into the driver’s seat, and drove away from his parents’ small, quiet house.
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Somewhere between Jackson and Memphis, the mist thickened into a
patchy fog. Traffic was light, but there were some tough spots. At one point,
where the highway was being repaired, the fog got real bad real quick. Kwame
crept along, feeling an occasional thud when the front bumper knocked against
an orange caution barrel.
After an hour or so of this he saw the first Shelby County marker and then
the little communities and outlet malls that lined the approach to Memphis proper.
He thought about Azikwe and Mia. Maybe he could stop in the city and visit his
kids for a while. But Kwame didn’t have a lot of money with him. The last time
he’d talked to Abena, his ex, she’d reminded him that the tuition at Mia’s school
would be due soon and Azikwe was interested in something that required him to
have his own computer. Plus there was Abena’s new guy, who acted like he’d
noticed the way that Kwame still looked at Abena sometimes. Kwame had
enough trouble right now. He kept driving, crossing over the state line.
He hated driving in Mississippi, especially at night. It seemed that every
time he had a destination in that state, he’d eventually wind up leaving the
interstate and traveling some local, two-lane highway. Daylight was okay, as
long as he managed to avoid the storms that plowed up from the gulf area.
There would be wildflowers camped on the median and livestock sticking out of
the weirdest places. But a late night jaunt across a hundred miles of patched up
asphalt with suicidal possums and coons wandering across the road, was like
living inside one of those Freddy Krueger movies.
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In this fog it felt like he was driving through a pile of cotton. He couldn’t
see much beyond his hands and the wheel. He tried to convince himself that the
drivers of tractor trailers and other big rigs were time conscious and would stick
to the main roads.
By three in the morning his head was hurting and he decided to give it up
for awhile. He pulled off the road onto a vacant lot and swallowed a couple of
Tylenol with the last of the coffee. Maybe he could sleep for awhile.
He was lying on the sofa at his parents’ house. His head was in
somebody’s lap. He had one arm circled around a waist, with that hand touching
an unbound breast. The other arm hung over the edge of the couch and the
hand on that side clamped around a calf. The thighs beneath his head smelled a
bit like Sophia’s lavender oil, but something like Abena’s cocoa butter too.
Something banged against the side of the van and Kwame jumped out of
the dream cracking his nose against the steering wheel. The sun was up now
and whatever that was banging against his side door was bigger than a possum
or raccoon. He swallowed two more of the headache pills dry, started up and
headed for the highway.

“Now, you see, Mr. Awk kay bee,” The man with the clipboard clicked his
tongue against his teeth. He was wearing a dashiki over a dress shirt and tie.
Kwame wondered if this guy had picked the African garment up from the
cleaners’ on his way to the office that morning. The suit wearer looked tired and
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fed up. Maybe he’d never tried to coordinate a festival before. Maybe the
Kenneth Coles on his feet weren’t keeping out the muddy water that lay across
the vendors’ field.
“Ah sheh beh,” Kwame corrected him patiently. “Like the writer.”
“Mmhmm. Well. Si-ir. We’re expecting visitors to start arriving within the
next half hour or so. Some of our other exhibitors were late of course, what with
the weather and all. But everyone else managed to get their booths erected
within the official setup time. Now, it wouldn’t be fair to the other participants, not
to mention the volunteers who’ve worked so hard to…”
“I paid. A month ago. I have a receipt.”
“Well, yes sir, Mr.…., ah, can I call you Came?”
“Kwah. Meh.”
“Whatever.” The clipboard holder sniffed and abandoned his flimsy form
of civility. “The point is, you are late. You are not going to exhibit at this event. If
you go over to the information booth, you can fill out a reimbursement request
and we will mail you…”
Kwame’s head was still hurting and he was tired. He wondered if there
was any way to get this person to understand that he didn’t have the patience or
the time for this. Of course it was getting late. Already the early birds were
wondering around with debit cards in their pockets and purses.
“Hey, Kwame! My brother! What’s the word?” A familiar, welcoming
voice boomed nearby.
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“Ojo. You got it, Big Man.” Kwame grinned, as glad to see his good friend
as he ever was. As happy as if the past month hadn’t happened.
“Good to see your ugly self, Man. I knew you’d be here. I knew it. I
saved you a spot right beside me. My van’s parked there now. Come on.”
And that was that. The two vendors started off, leaving the pencil-pusher
to shake his head at the way some people were.
There wasn’t much more said until after Kwame’s van was in position
and the poles of his tent frame were spread out on the ground. Ojo was helping
to twist the connectors into place.
“Man, I’ve been wondering if maybe you’d hit the jackpot over in Tunica
and relocated to the Motherland. I haven’t seen hide nor hair of you. No contact
whatsoever. Then I thought, hell, maybe he’s managed to get himself arrested in
some little hillbilly town somewhere. His cell phone service doesn’t reach there
and we’ll never hear from him again. Which would serve him right for sneaking
off and not telling anybody where he’s going.” Ojo spoke quietly, looking at his
work during most of this. He jammed the last joint into place, stood up, and
turned to Kwame. “Okay, that’s part over. What’s next?”
Kwame grimaced and went to the stack of containers and tables next to
the van. He picked up the blue tarp that served as the tent’s roof and flapped it
open, letting the material glide outwards across the frame. He bent over and
began tying on the rubber grips that connected the tarp to the poles. “I’ve been
visiting my folks down in Lee, lately.”
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“Mmhmm.” Ojo went on looking at him for a few seconds. Then he
reached down and grabbed a piece of the tarp. “You know, up in Stonewall
they’re saying you did something really stupid. That’s not true, is it?” Ojo had
been a player since back in their school days. Early on he’d developed a sort of
sneaky way of looking when he was talking about women. He was looking like
that now.
Kwame focused on the bungee cord that he was trying to work through a
corner grommet, buying time, trying to come up with something to say that
wouldn’t make him seem like the bad guy or the village idiot. Finally he just said,
“Yeah, I guess it’s true.”
“Huh. Did that Skinner babe get you alone somewhere and do something
freaky?”
Kwame wanted to say yeah, that was it exactly. It was all Anita’s fault.
Which wouldn’t exactly make him look good, but still… But Nita was like a sister
to Sophia. He didn’t like her, but she was family, and it hadn’t actually been her
fault. Anyway, he and Ojo went way back. They didn’t lie to each other. “Naw,
not really. Man, I don’t know what happened.”
Ojo snorted. They both knew what had happened.
After the tarp was secured, Kwame found the poles that served as legs for
the tent and they got it raised. They were unfolding tables, getting them lined up
straight, when Ojo said, “Man, you sacrificed something that any man would want
for something that just about every man’s had.”
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“I admit I made a mistake.” Kwame wanted to say that the mistake didn’t
mean that his marriage was over, it just needed correcting. That was all. Instead
he asked, “Have you ever been with Anita?” When they’d first met the women,
back in Humboldt, Ojo had made an unproductive play for Sophia’s friend.
Ojo’s face got that sneaky look again. “As of yet, I haven’t been with
either of them.”
Lightning flamed through Kwame’s belly and his fingers curled. “Man,
watch how you’re talking about my wife.”
“You’re the one acting like you’re not married.”
“I know I made a mistake.” Kwame tried to relax. He’d done something
wrong and Ojo was whipping him for it. He could take it. He was mad at himself
and didn’t want to say something to damage his oldest friendship. Might be the
only friend he had right now besides his sister. Then too, Ojo was six –six and
built. Kwame was five inches shorter and not as hefty. He felt pissed enough to
take on the world, but decided to be realistic.
They continued about the business of getting their displays set up and
after awhile began to sell things. The morning went pretty good. Kwame sold a
couple of his larger statues. Next door, Ojo had fallen into a rhythm and way of
kidding with the customers that meant that he was having a nice time too. The
two of them got back to being the way they’d been at dozens of shows over the
years.
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About ten thirty or so there was a disturbance near the park’s entrance.
There were a lot of people at Kwame’s stand and he couldn’t see what was
happening. And then Ojo called out, “Look, Sister Nadia’s here now.”
Finally, Kwame could see a familiar Expedition coming across the grass.
“I wonder if the man gave her a hard time about being late.”
Ojo laughed, sounding sneaky again, “Oh man, I don’t think they grow
fools that big around here. Or anywhere else, for that matter.”
It was good to hear Ojo sounding happy, but it wasn’t so good to see that
SUV. A woman at a show by herself could cause problems. Kwame said, “I see
she’s got a couple of those bad little boys with her.”
“She needs a man around to help her with that,” Ojo suggested.
Aw, shit, Kwame thought. Aloud he said, “She needs a man to pay for
what those kids break.”
“Brother, you can be heartless sometimes.”
A teenager came and asked Kwame the price of a bracelet and he dealt
with that for awhile. When he and Ojo were both free again he said, “Me, I’m
hoping to steer clear of that woman and her whole brood this weekend.”
Ojo looked up from the merchandise that he was straightening out. “If you
and I didn’t go so far back together I might change my mind about them not
raising fools that big around here.”
A few minutes later, the SUV pulled into the empty spot on the other side
of Ojo’s tent.
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The vehicle’s door opened and one leg emerged. There was a moment of
sweet confusion as the skirt at one end of the leg pulled backwards, caught on
the seat cover, and the foot at the other end paddled around searching for the
ground. Then, two pre-teen boys exploded out of the rear door on the other side,
punching each other and shouting. They ran off somewhere across the field.
Ojo made a move towards the SUV. But then a group of college looking
kids came up. It wasn’t lunch time yet, but they already had beer cups. These
guys weren’t buying. They picked things up and put them down. One of them at
Kwame’s table held a ceremonial mask in front of his face and made Tarzan
noises. Ojo and Kwame both folded their arms and watched, waiting for this
group to go.
By the time the pranksters moved on, the new arrival had company. Little
Diallo, who sold nothing but junk, had made his way over to Nadia. She was
smiling as he helped her unpack. Another boy, this one a little older than the first
two - about the age of Kwame’s son - had gotten out of the vehicle. He was
looking at Diallo as if he hated the man.
“Watch my things.” There was no one at either tent and Ojo was free to
visit his neighbor. He walked over and said something to make the woman
laugh. Then he pulled off his shirt and jacket and began to haul containers from
the back of the SUV.
Kwame and Ojo had met over thirty years ago when the both tried out for
junior varsity football. Ojo got the starting quarterback position and Kwame spent
that year and every fall of junior and then senior high school sitting on the bench,

152

waiting for the first string running back to twist an ankle or something so that he’d
get a chance to play. The two of them were both quiet boys who didn’t like to
drink or get high too much, so they became friends.
Ojo had a bit of a gut now, but the muscles still bunched tight beneath his
Hershey bar skin. Diallo, about five nine with the face of a toad, didn’t have a
chance. Plus, he had to get back to his own spot and try to make some money
or at least keep from being robbed.
Kwame needed to get back to work too. He had to drop some money by
his ex’s place on the way home. He would need to purchase some more stock
soon, too. And eventually, he would need to talk to Sophia. He didn’t know what
he’d say to her, but he wanted to have some money in his pocket when he saw
her.
He knew that things like that didn’t matter so much to Sophia. She always
said that being with him was what she wanted from the marriage. Sometimes, he
thought that she said things like that to make him feel better after bad shows.
Still though, he knew it was the truth. That didn’t help the constant sting of
knowing that his wife made more money than he did, had more money than he
had.
Kwame’s face tightened up and his chest began to hurt. He turned those
thoughts off and focused on working, bargaining, sweet talking the clientele. He
wanted to go to his wife feeling like a man.
Somewhere between the lunch time rush and the after-six crowd Kwame
began to feel hungry. It was a good time to take a break. It wasn’t busy then.
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But he couldn’t just walk away and leave his things and Ojo was under that
woman’s tent engaged in what looked to be serious conversation. He turned
towards his own van, parked lengthwise across the back of the booth. He was
hoping that he’d stashed some chips or something somewhere.
That oldest boy of Nadia’s was sitting on an upturned crate near the van’s
front door. Kwame frowned. His head was beginning to hurt again and he didn’t
need any complications. He opened his mouth to send the boy back to his
mother.
On the other hand, Kwame didn’t want to be accused of blocking his
friend’s action. So for a moment he stood there staring at the kid, trying to figure
out what to do. Then the boy raised his head, looked over at Ojo and back at the
ground. He didn’t seem so ferocious now, just very sad.
Recently the mother of Kwame’s two children had moved in with her longtime boyfriend. All the reports that Kwame received through CNN – the
Community News Network – said that he was a good person. In fact, Kwame
had met the man once or twice himself. The guy was okay. But he slept every
night in the same house with Kwame’s young daughter. This man had the
authority to discipline Kwame’s son. The idea of it was a constant unhappiness
for Kwame.
He’d mentioned his feelings to Sophia and she’d reminded him of Abena’s
mother-bird nature. One of Abena’s reasons for leaving Kwame had been the
search for something better for her children. She wouldn’t do anything that might
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hurt them. Abena had known this guy for more than two years before deciding to
make things full time. Kwame should trust her.
Kwame knew that all of that was true. But still.
Nadia’s boy didn’t really look so much like Azikwe. They were probably
about the same age and had about the same skin tone. That was all. Kwame
wondered how often this kid had watched an unknown man with an unknown
nature trying to talk his way into at least a temporary spot in the family.
“Do you know how to count cash?”
The boy looked up, surprised. After a few seconds he nodded.
“I need some help this evening. Do you want to make some money?”
Another nod.
“Okay, first go see if you can find the lady who sells the Jamaican food. If
she’s here, bring me a plate of goat with plantains and rice. If you don’t see her,
find the Korean man and bring me rice and chicken. Get something for yourself.”
The boy jumped up from the crate and looked at the twenty dollar bill that
Kwame was holding out. The kid grabbed the money and ran off into the crowd.
Kwame watched him go, hoping that he hadn’t made a mistake. But a half hour
or so later the youngster returned bearing Kwame’s plantain and goat and a
chicken-on-a-stick with fries for himself. Then he carefully counted the change
into Kwame’s hand.
They spent the rest of the evening together.

There wasn’t much

nonessential conversation. Kwame told the child what he needed him to do and
how to do it. He didn’t want to be too friendly, offering a closeness that he
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couldn’t maintain. As time passed the boy began to focus on the work he was
doing instead of the drama developing at the next tent. He let go of his
sullenness, became more peaceful. Kwame felt better himself.

“I thought you were going to stay away from Nadia’s gang.” Ojo’s voice
floated down through the darkness, twisted a little by the blunt between his lips.
Kwame didn’t like to have stuff like that in hotel rooms. Especially not out here in
the boondocks. But it wasn’t for him to say. It wasn’t his room.
He’d forgotten to reserve one for himself. When the festival was finished
for that day he’d stood beside his van feeling stupid. He’d lost the little bit of
happiness he’d gotten from helping his young crew member temporarily forget
his problems.

The good and the slow, he’d always prided himself on having

what it took to keep his business afloat. And now he’d forgotten one of the
fundamentals of itinerant vending. He didn’t have a place to sleep.
Ojo had walked up as Kwame stood mentally kicking himself in the butt.
One look at his buddy’s face and Ojo had asked if Kwame wanted to camp out in
his room. It was good to have friends. Kwame still felt like an idiot. But at least
he didn’t have to go around begging for a bed or spend the night sitting up
behind the wheel, parked at a rest stop along the highway.
“The serious way you were talking to that woman, I thought I’d better
introduce myself to the family. In case you asked me to be the best man at the
wedding.” There wasn’t any point in telling Ojo that the boy had reminded him of
his own son. Ojo’s use of protection wasn’t so much to avoid disease as to avoid
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fatherhood. There was a reason that he’d had seven grand to invest in Home
House when Kwame didn’t. Big Man didn’t have school fees, uniforms and class
trips eating his profits.
Ojo had a small laughing, coughing fit after Kwame’s crack about a
wedding. Then there was a silence while he took another puff. “I don’t know if
it’d be worth the trouble.” Ojo liked to be around people with money. He always
had at least a few nice items that Kwame would be afraid to carry, afraid he’d be
unable to sell. Ojo might have the more expensive stuff for awhile, but he never
got stuck with it.
Rumor said that the woman, Nadia, had a small piece of change stashed
away. Kwame knew that whenever he saw her she’d always have a fairly new
truck. And she owned property down in one of the delta burgs. The house was
pretty run down and sometimes a love-sprung brother would find himself making
repairs on the building free of charge. But that was contributed to cheapness on
the woman’s part rather than lack of funds.
“Yeah, for somebody who’s supposed to have money, she sweats as hard
as everyone else.” Kwame said it automatically. The same discussion popped
up at every show the woman worked.
“Mmhmm. Maybe she just likes to stay busy.” Ojo gave the expected
reply.
Kwame lay on his back, staring at nothing, waiting for what was coming
next.
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“So? Did she look at you like she wanted it or something?” The question
wasn’t about Nadia.
“No. She hardly ever looked at me at all.” Kwame tasted something bitter
when he said that.
“Sexiest thing in town ran away every time she saw you coming? How
the hell did that make you feel?”
“Didn’t really bother me.” Kwame thought about Nita sitting in the front
room of his home, satisfied with herself and wearing shoes that probably cost
more than his best outfit. “I didn’t want to be around her either.”
“You sure about that?” There was a little laugh in Ojo’s voice and he
sounded doubtful.
Kwame thought back to standing there in the twilight with his wife’s best
friend. Alone in the house that stood for a power that united the two women and
excluded him.
It was a power that Ojo was a part of now. Kwame didn’t answer that
question.
“Hmph.” Ojo was pulling at the joint. “How’d ya’ll end up alone together
anyway?”
“We’d gone out to the property she’d found for the community center.
Sophia wanted me to see it.” Kwame remembered that last evening with Sophia.
Her promising, tempting smile as he walked away with a woman that he couldn’t
abide.
“Man, you two didn’t do it at Home House, did you?”
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Kwame noticed that the vacant house had a name now. A future. It’d
looked pretty broken down that day. But Nita had seen something different than
what he saw. As they approached it, her self assuredness began to return. She
forgot to be off-balance alone with a friend’s husband who’d seen her half-naked.
When she tripped over a piece of broken walkway, Kwame had touched her back
as if steadying her. He’d let his hand stay just above her hips, trying to hold onto
the Nita that he’d found easier to cope with. “Naw, Man. We went out of town.”
He paused. “So you all are definitely going with that location?”
“Yeah, we closed on it a week or so after you disappeared. We’ve already
had a couple of planning meetings and everything. You know Sophia’s the
director?”
Kwame nodded. “She agreed to that?”
“Yeah.”
Anita was the financial officer. Kwame wondered how that was working
out. “We didn’t do it in the building. We went to a motel. That Comfy Lodge
down off 240.”
“Oh. Well, wherever it happened, you’ve really messed up your situation.”
The pain that’d been traveling in Kwame’s head for a few days flowed to
his chest, moving from there to his throat, invading his face, and beginning to
seep out from his eyes. He wanted his wife, wanted to at least call her and be
comforted by the sound of her voice, maybe talking about nothing important, but
talking to him.
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He heard a scratching sound and then there was the smell of lighter fluid
and more blunt. “Look, just give it some time,” Ojo was saying, responding to
Kwame’s unvoiced sadness. “Sophia’s an intelligent woman. She loves you,
she knows what Nita’s like. Let things calm down a little before you try to talk to
her.”
A small, red glow appeared in the space over Kwame’s head. He took the
blunt and put the damp end into his own mouth and pulled. Things still hurt, but
he felt a little better after talking about it some.
It was good to have a friend.
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CHAPTER 9

Sophia had merited the white that she wore on her first wedding day.
Later, after both women had moved back to Stonewall and after Sophia had met
Kwame, she’d offer Anita her theory that the white gown had actually been the
cause of the wedding. Sitting in her mother’s kitchen, tipsy from beer and gossip,
Sophia would explain that the first husband had a strong pioneering nature. The
tools he’d used to conquer the virgin territory in question had been charm and a
wedding band.
Two years after staking his claim, the man had moved on to new
adventures and Sophia’s world had been shaken to bits. She’d been happy
during those two years. She’d been wheedled out of her church-girl shyness and
coaxed into actions that she’d once been embarrassed to hear Anita talk about.
Yes, she’d been happy.
During those two years, especially early on, she’d thought a lot about the
joy of physical love. That had made her think about her parents who’d rarely
smiled with her during her growing-up years, and hardly ever touched her, or as
far as she could remember, each other. Without a lot of worldly knowledge to
draw on, Sophia had concluded that neither of her parents had the feelings that
usually accompanied married life. Her own existence had probably resulted from
duty more so than desire.
That was a good way for her to think. Even after the euphoria of first love
had been replaced by disappointment, she held on to that way of looking at her

161

parents, held on to the idea that the fundamental lack of her childhood had been
rooted in her parents’ nature, not hers.
After the marriage ended, Nita had suggested that they both move back
home. Her own consultant business was growing with clients all over the state.
Stonewall, Nita explained, was just a dot on the map, but there she’d be close to
more of the large cities. And when the businesses she worked with needed web
designers, she would refer them to Sophia.
Sophia had waffled for a while. Stonewall didn’t have the types of
amusements that she’d become used to. Also she didn’t want to go skulking
home with her tail between her legs, living with either her parents or Nita until she
established some sort of regular income.
Then Reverend Ransome had died and that settled things. Sophia went
home to help her mother deal with the final affairs and find a place for her and
Nita to live.

“I bet I know just when the old rascal did it.” Mother looked up from the
hands kneading lotion into each other, turning her eyes, instead, to the vanity’s
mirror, staring as if it were some type of witching-glass unraveling past
malfeasances.
“Oh?” A year earlier and Sophia might have cringed away from these
uncharacteristic words. But she was over thirty now, a half decade or so away
from official middle age, and feeling as if she’d been living on an emotional fault
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line for centuries. Her divorce had become final three months ago. Father’s fatal
heart attack had been ten days ago. The funeral was last Sunday. Mother and
she had gone to see the lawyer earlier today. She’d just discovered that her
parents were rich (comfortable, Mother had corrected). She herself was the new
owner of this house in addition to an impressive amount of money. And Mother
had just referred to Father as “the old rascal”.
They were sitting, Sophia and Mother, in what had once been the most
beautiful room in Sophia’s world – Mother’s dressing room. It contained the only
objects dedicated to the perpetuation of beauty allowed in Sophia’s childhood.
The luscious scents of Mother’s Belle Amour dusting powder and Petite Lisette
cologne had connected the future world of feminine mysteries to Sophia’s thenworld of roses and verbena.
That perspective had changed after she’d graduated high school and
experienced life beyond Stonewall. Looking around now, with adult eyes,
Sophia realized that the lace curtains and stiff velvet loveseat were at least a
half-century out of date. However, that mahogany vanity was well-built and might
be an antique. But even with a mirror attached, it looked more like a desk that
the minister would sit at to write sermons, than a repository for his wife’s feminine
adornments.
Mother didn’t have many of those. All of her jewelry fit into one small
crystal box.

The dusting powder and scent were the same types and in the

same places where they’d set back when Sophia had to stand on tip-toe to see
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herself in the mirror. A manicure set lay in a filigree holder. But no nail varnish.
Not even clear.
“Yes, I think, I know” Mother nodded at the mirror, “It was probably right
after we had that big to-do about him and Thelma Jackson.”
“Ms. Jackson?” The Jacksons belonged to Stonewall’s other conservative
church. The two congregations seemed to be in a constant contest to decide
which could be strictest. In a comparison of individual sanctimony, Thelma
Jackson would have no real competition.
“Mmhmm. Those two were sweet on each other all through school. Then
Daniel got his calling to the Lord’s service. And Thelma decided that a preacher
husband just wasn’t going to be able to give her the kind of life she wanted.”
“Well.” Sophia took a minute to think about that. She’d never thought of
her father as being “sweet on” her mother, let alone some other woman. Now
she was learning that not only had he wanted the acerbic Mrs. Jackson, but he
hadn’t been good enough for her. She smiled thinking of her pompous, voice-ofgod father as being heartbroken once upon a time. Then she thought about her
inheritance and said aloud, “Anyway, she was wrong about that.”
“Mmhmm.” Mother picked up the bottle of lotion and squirted a bit more
into her hand. “Thelma was responsible for a lot of your father’s success. The
two of them were business partners, you know.”
“No. I didn’t know that.”
“Well, yes they were.” Mother began to work the lotion into her hands,
giving that little bit of flower- scented lanolin most of her attention. “Thelma was
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always the brains of the outfit. Dan was smart enough, but he mostly just
followed Thelma’s lead. You know he provided part of the money for her first
little business deal.”
“He did?”
“Mmhmm. My Daddy gave me a little bit of money for a wedding present.
They – Danny and Thelma – used part of that for that first little lunch shack out
near the track.”
“Oh.” Sophia stared at the back of her mother’s bent head, thought of her
being the second choice and the man that she’d married giving her money to the
first choice, and asked what she mightn’t have if they’d been sitting face to face.
“How did you feel about that?”
Mother didn’t look up. “I was a bit put out. I had been saving it to buy
things for our first house, whenever we got one. But Danny promised we’d have
the money back before I ever had need of it. He had that kind of faith in Thelma,
you see. And he was right. We had that money and more before we moved out
of that boarding house.”
“Into this house here?” Sophia asked, thinking but not saying, the one he
left to me instead of you.
“Yes. This house. I remember when he came in to tell me about it. He
looked…You know, back then all of the young ministers around here wanted to
look like Dr. King. Your father had a little mustache like that and a hat like Dr.
King would wear. And he had this suit. I used to tease him saying that he looked
like the insurance man in that suit.
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“We were on the second floor of that boarding house – Thelma and
Lawton were just down the hallway – and Danny had a way of tap dancing up the
steps whenever he thought he’d done something especially wonderful. He was
dancing that day. I could hear him tapping and humming on his way up. You
know, like Bill Robinson in that old movie with Shirley Temple. The one where
she lives in a big Southern mansion and ends up meeting Abraham Lincoln.”
“Unhunh. Unhunh. When…”
“Don’t say Unhunh like that, Sophia.”
“Yes ma’am. “
“He came into the room with his hat cocked back on his head and his suit
coat balled up under his arm, telling me that he had just put the down payment
on a house. Mind you, he’d not said a word to me about looking at houses. But I
would have been all right with that. By then you were walking but not yet old
enough for school and you were into everything. Plus I was expecting again.
Our living space was really getting to be too small.”
“Expecting? Mother, who were you expecting?” Sophia heard her voice
emerging in the bitchy demanding tones that she’d picked up towards the end of
her marriage. She needed for Mother to make her meaning clearer or, better yet,
just drop it all together. Say some of the safe boring things that Sophia was used
to hearing from her.
“I was pregnant again. Thelma got pregnant about that same time. It
always upset me a little whenever I saw her. We looked like twin blimps.
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Especially since it seemed that your father spent as much time talking to her as
to me. It was the middle of summer and I was already having a difficult time.
“And then Daniel told me that Thelma and Lawton had bought the house
next door to the one that he’d bought. Ah well. That’s when I had the fit. I
started screeching at the top of my lungs. I couldn’t help myself. I told him that
he’d always been Thelma’s fool. And that everybody knew that Thelma was
carrying his child. I told him that I would be, well I just said I’d be damned if I’d
live another day in the vicinity of his little hussy. I said that I didn’t want any part
of any house that he had chosen with the help of that jezebel. And I threatened to
have him up before the church board because he was certainly a very poor
excuse for a man of God.”
Mother froze for a few seconds, staring at the mirror, watching that
decades-old, cataclysm playing itself out again. “Daniel looked so funny. His
eyes got so big and his mouth dropped open. He looked like that other man who
used to be in the Shirley Temple movies. What was his name?”
“Willie Best.”
“No, that doesn’t sound right. Oh. Stepin Fetchit. He looked just like that.
He even raised his hand as if he was about to scratch his head. But he was
really just taking off his hat. Then he just turned and walked out. I ran to the
window and screamed at him some more when he came out of the front door.”
Mother came to a full stop now. Sophia opened her mouth, closed it,
cleared her throat and tried again. “You lost the baby.”
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Mother nodded. “Thelma was the one who came and found me lying on
the floor, bleeding. She called my folks. Mama and Daddy came and carried
you and me back home with them. I bet you don’t remember staying with your
grandparents for all that time, do you? It was during the summer before you
started kindergarten.”
Sophia shook her head even though she was sure that Mother wasn’t
seeing her.
“Mama and your auntie, Big Sophie, looked after you. I wasn’t much good
for almost three weeks. By the time your father came to take us to our new
house my daddy had a new truck. One of my cousins, who shouldn’t have, told
me that the blood on the seats of the old one never came out completely.”
Sophia nodded again. She tilted her chin towards the window and said,
“The Jacksons never moved in next door.” Mother didn’t answer. Sophia
thought that it was probably Mr. Tate, the Old Guy, instead of the Lovetts on the
other side, who’d brought the house instead. A peaceful, protective spirit
stepping up to replace the constant storms. “And the baby. Ms. Jackson’s
baby. Was that…” She couldn’t get it out. During her childhood, Sophia’s one
comfort was that she wasn’t Lawton Jackson, Junior. Surely that perpetually sad
little boy hadn’t been any kin to her.
“He always denied it. And your father never was very good at bearing
false witness. Not even against himself. He and LJ were always close. But
maybe it was because our baby was a boy too.”

168

Sophia watched her mother watching herself in the mirror. For the first
time she felt something for this woman besides the need to be loved. Sophia
thought that one or both of them might start to cry finally. Neither had cried at the
funeral.

It would be years after that conversation in her mother’s room, years even,
after Sophia had walked away from a second marriage and became the
acknowledged matriarch of Stonewall’s only privately owned community center,
before she got the final morsel of understanding embedded in that talk.
By then she would have seen dozens of women hurting from mismanaged
love: women on the way to jail, women who’d let themselves and their children
be brutalized, who’d turned tricks, stolen from their parents, and used their own
paychecks to support some one’s other woman.
Love is a natural thing and nature is a dangerous thing. Love had
murdered Sophia’s unborn brother and almost killed the young mother, hysterical
and bleeding on the boarding house floor. It had threatened the future that those
four people, still babies themselves really, had been piecing together. So the
Misses Jackson and Ransome had sought dominion over the internal
brutishness. They had chained it, yoked it, controlled it with reins enforced by the
Master Tiller.
But sitting on that velvet settee, she’d felt her initial ideas about her
parents’ carnality wither. Her parents’ early marital emotions had matched her
own – jealousy, rivalries, foolishness, pride – all of it. The difference was that
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their marriage had survived. For one hopeful moment she thought that maybe
they’d stayed together because of her, they had a child to consider. Immediately
came the realization that they never seemed to be enduring anything at all in
consideration of her well-being. Even the shaping of her moral character had
been a matter of showing their own values to the world. And the legacy of land
and money. It hadn’t been the gesture of a loving father. It’d been the final
triumph of an angry husband. Spiteful as it’d been, it was still the manifestation
of a strong feeling for his wife, not his child.
Sophia had been an outsider in someone else’s life, unaware of what she
was being excluded from.

Sophia spent the next two weeks trying to convince Mother to stay.

But

the older woman kept smiling and shaking her head. No. One of her cousins in
Memphis was also recently widowed. Her husband had left her a house; one of
those large old houses on the south side of the city. Mother didn’t have a home
anymore, but she’d had a sizable insurance policy on her husband and there was
the annuity that Father had established for their retirement.
So Mother went to stay with relatives and became one of the grand dames
of Memphis’ Parkway area. Her cousin introduced her to the gentility, many of
whom were ministers or the widows and parents of prominent ministers. Mother
settled in easily. She moved away from the colorless, long skirts that she’d worn
for most of her marriage and began to wear the same styles as the women
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around her. The first time she visited, Sophia was surprised to see her mother’s
legs.
Her own relocation back to Stonewall had helped Sophia. She liked being
back in the same town with Nita and she liked being back among the people
who’d been her first friends. They had to get to know each others’ grown-up
selves, but that was fun too. And both the back and front yards of the house that
she’d inherited were bigger than the ones she’d had rented in Atlanta. Bigger,
and hers to cultivate as she pleased.
But there was an unhappiness that clung to her, a blue mood that she
lived inside, as if it were the air inside her parents’ home. She couldn’t talk to
anyone about the sadness, not even Anita.
Hearing about it, Anita would probably have made bawdy, amused
comments about the assumed affair with dowdy, coldhearted Ms. Jackson. She
might have tried to comfort Sophia, the way that an overworked adult might
comfort a child who’s been teased by others in the play group, or denied a treat.
But Nita had fallen from a moving car during an attempted rape and her family
had sided with the attacker. Her own life would have been better if she’d been
excluded from her family’s emotional madness.

“You talk too much; nobody else can get a word in edgewise.”
Sophia looked up when the other two women laughed. She’d been
examining an Ashanti stool. It wasn’t the most expensive thing on the vendor’s
table, but until recently Sophia wouldn’t have been able to afford it without
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seriously restructuring that month’s budget. She thought she liked it and she’d
been lost in a daydream about redoing the living room – the whole house in fact
– that she’d inherited. It seemed unbelievable that she was transforming the
place she’d grown up in, into a place that she’d feel at home in.
Sheila was teasing the other man at the booth, the one who’d been sitting
quietly a little away from the table. Sophia looked at him now, a little worried.
When Sheila and Anita were together, their humor, their united demeanor in
general, could get a little too sharp, just short of thornish.
“It’s not my space.” The guy was leaning back in his chair, not smiling, but
not offended either.
Anita had been examining a piece of Ghanaian gold. Her attitude was
nonchalant, almost indifferent. Sophia knew her though, and knew that her friend
was after something. Maybe the product. Maybe the seller. She’d had some
reason for suggesting this little out of the way trip.
At the not-my-space remark, Anita snorted. She was thinking, Sophia
knew, that the man sounded trifling.
Up until then the vendor, who’d introduced himself as Ojo, had been
entirely focused on Anita, flirting subtly and intensely. Now, he looked at his
buddy and then at Sheila.
“He’s my protection today.” He said it with a serious face. But Sophia
wondered if this one was joking too. There were, maybe, two hundred visitors at
the entire strawberry festival and the three of them were the only ones at this
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particular table. Everyone else seemed to be interested in tee shirts printed with
rebel flags, junk jewelry and corn dogs.
“Well, you can come watch over my assets anytime you want to.” Sheila
was still looking at the quiet one, invitingly.
The vendor raised his eyebrows and turned back to whatever sort of
agreement he’d been trying to negotiate with Nita.
Sophia’s attention stayed on Sheila’s prey. She didn’t think that she was
attracted to him. Anita’s fellow, Ojo, had pretty skin and muscles, well-tended
hair and the sort of voice that cuddled and invited. He was wearing a dashiki,
khakis and letter sandals. The “protection” sprawled across a chair, was in jeans
and a half-buttoned shirt, with wild locks twisted in every direction. His face was
all right, but everything about him was untidy.
It was his eyes that caught her attention. They were an unspectacular
brown, but clear like some rivers, with clean whites. The stubby lashes made
them look larger and intelligent.
“Where is your space then?” Sophia asked before she’d thought about it.
Sheila glared at her. But Sophia didn’t think of herself as flirting with the man.
Anyway, they’d both met him at the same time.
“I don’t have my own space right now.” He looked at her and the brown
now was like a sun-warmed pond far back in a quiet woods. “I’m staying in my
folks’ place.”
“You’re still at home.” Sheila had dropped the flirtatious personae and
spoke in her usual belligerent voice.
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Anita hmmphed again. Definitely trifling.
Sophia herself was just getting over a period of feeling uprooted. Between
her divorce and Mother’s story about the old days, she’d felt unconnected to
almost everything. It was better for her now, and she didn’t feel any urge to
explore the loneliness inside those beautiful eyes. But she knew that
homelessness wasn’t always a sign of instability.
“I’m back at home. For right now.” He was answering Sheila’s question,
but looking at Sophia. “When I get myself situated, can I call you?” Still looking
at Sophia.
Anita harrumphed a third time and kicked Sophia’s foot. Then the man
smiled. It was a slow, unhurried process, starting like a quirk of the lips. When it
reached his eyes, it was like the sun rising.
Sophia moved that foot, and for one of the few times in her life, ignored
Anita Skinner’s advice.

She wasn’t sure how he’d ended up with her phone number, this almost
too quiet man, who hadn’t even been working that day at the festival that she
hadn’t really been very interested in going to in the first place. Sophia rarely
regretted that day. Everything about the man was country boy slow and Sophia
liked that. His laugh was one of the better things about being back at home.
They’d dated for over a month before spending the night together and that had
been steady and unrushed too. He took three years to propose.
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He gave Sophia something that she hadn’t gotten from her family or first
husband, and only some of her friends. Tenderness. A love with no sharp
corners and few rough spots.
A thing that had scared Sophia a little during the engagement was the fact
that her mother had approved of Kwame. Sophia thought she knew the kind of
man that her mother liked and was worried that her fiancé might have a side that
she didn’t know about yet. But when her mother had stood beside her at the
altar, finally crying over something in Sophia’s life, she began to see that it was
her mother who had a side that Sophia hadn’t seen while growing up.
After the wedding, when Kwame was back to working as many shows as
he could find, Sophia would sit worrying about his faithfulness. That was a
leftover from the first marriage. Eventually, though, he would come home and
she’d see the same happiness in his eyes that was there when he looked at his
kids. And then she would be happy too.

Now Sophia sat in the small cottage on the back of the property that was
becoming Home House. Like Kwame, the bungalow had cleaned up very nicely.
Left on her own, Sophia would have settled for getting it into usable condition.
But Deka and Ifay had used the opportunity to show support. They’d done a
thorough cleaning, scrubbing the windows, washing and starching the curtains
and polishing the woodwork and plank floors. After that Deka had walked
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through the two rooms, spreading about packets of dried lavender and mint.
Those were supposed to help Sophia relax and focus.
The fellows had joined in the renovation - even Obasi who, Sophia
suspected, considered himself to be on Kwame’s side of the rift. He couldn’t
know all the details and probably hadn’t yet spoken to Kwame. But Obasi’d be
on the man’s side in gender-based argument. He was probably going along with
the consensus to avoid problems in his own home.
The house already had electrical outlets but Mani installed two more and
ran water pipes from the house. Sophia had refused his offer to repaint the
inside. It was embarrassing to realize that the men folk, too, were aware of her
personal problems and that they pitied her. She told Mani that Deka had said
that the color pink promoted emotional health. He’d nodded solemnly, patted her
hand and said that he understood.
Even the roses out front were doing their bit, offering huge, deep red
blossoms in the hottest part of the summer, with a musky-sweet scent that
blended with the aroma of Deka’s sachets.
Only two members of the Home House board hadn’t participated in the
renovation. Sheila Burgess was one of them. She complained that she didn’t
see why Sophia should have her own space. It was supposed to be a social
democracy. If there weren’t enough extra buildings to go around then the one
that was there should be shared by all.
When Sheila voiced her objections, Deka smiled and explained that they
were being democratic. There was a consensus concerning the use of the little
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building. The majority of them agreed that the center’s director should have an
office where she could work uninterrupted.
Away from Sheila and the men, both Deka and Ifay had scorned the other
woman’s objections.

Sheila was just jealous, Ifay declared, jealous because

somebody was getting more attention than she was.
And hadn’t Sheila made a move on Kwame first? Deka would ask. The
way she’d heard it, he’d ignored Sheila in favor of Sophia.
Sophia had found herself in the utterly unusual position of standing up for
Sheila Burgess. After all, the woman had made a good point. Why did Sophia
deserve her own space if the others didn’t? And besides, Sheila had been in a
stable relationship for awhile now and, as far as Sophia could see, hadn’t shown
that kind of interest in Kwame or any of the other guys.
Jealousy didn’t always make sense, Ifay reminded her. A lot of times, it
was just the principle of the thing.
And Deka had added that Sophia could be just too kindhearted
sometimes.
Good Lord. Sophia sat alone, looking at the wall, looking at her hands
folded in her lap. She could feel the ground trembling under the project that
they’d all worked so hard to get started. Drama was starting to interfere with
work and the work hadn’t even gotten a good start yet.
her own personal life complicate the situation.
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All because she had let

To make a bad situation worse, when she looked out of the window,
beyond the roses and across the back yard, Sophia saw the other person who
hadn’t helped with the cottage’s remake headed towards her.
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CHAPTER 10
The weekend was over. Kwame sat on the grass with Ojo, drinking
beer. It looked as if the grey sky that he’d noticed over Lee had followed him
down into Mississippi. It’d gotten worse too. The sky was dark and the air had
that edgy, wet feeling that came before dangerous storms. Even so, Kwame was
happy. He’d gotten what he wanted out of the weekend. It seemed like his
partner had too.
“Man, I have struck gold.”
“You’re taking three days off from business to fix up some old broken
down house and you say you struck gold.”
“I got my foot in the door. You know I’m not going to be working all day
and all night.” Ojo leaned back, looking smug.
“Yeah, well do yourself a favor, okay? Don’t go telling anybody else about
that ‘struck gold’ mess. I don’t want anybody laughing at you but me.”
“Yeah, man. You’re just jealous.”
“Nah, Brother Man. All my gold’s right here.” Kwame patted his hip
pocket
“You had a good one, hunh?”
“Yeah, well, at least I can go see the kids now without Bena giving me the
evil eye.”
“You keep on wishing, man.”
Kwame thought about that for a few seconds. Then he started laughing
and Ojo laughed too.
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“I’m glad somebody’s got a reason for joy.”
Damn. They’d let Diallo walk up on them unnoticed.
“Can I get a beer?”
Ojo grinned and spread his arms wide. “Go ahead, little man. I know your
weekend didn’t turn out like you wanted it to.” Diallo had been one of the guys
hanging around trying to get Nadia’s attention.
The small man took the cap from a bottle and let the first of the beer spill
on the ground. “Market just ain’t what it used to be. I ain’t had one good show all
year.”
“Not gonna have one either and all you’re offering is junk.”
“Heh. That’s funny, Mister Ojo.” Diallo looked at the larger man, with
something evil in his eyes. Then he looked at the ground and swallowed a
mouthful of beer. When he looked up again his eyes were on Kwame. “I saw
your boy last week.”
“Yeah, well. You live in Memphis, I guess you’d run into each other now
and then.” Kwame spoke casually, but he didn’t like where this was going. Not
at all.
“Heh. You know that place, Shirley’s? That’s where I saw him.” Diallo
was looking at his beer bottle now.
“Shirley’s?” Ojo jumped back into the conversation. “That’s a kid’s
hangout, isn’t it? You know you been warned about cruising for jailbait, little
man.”
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“Yeah, you one funny man, Ojo.” Diallo took another swig from his bottle.
“I was just trying to drum up a little business. I was surprised to see your boy
there, Kwame. It might be for kids, but that’s a bad place. Those guys he was
with looked like a bunch of hoodlums to me.”
Diallo gazed at the beer bottle as if it held some sort of fascinating
mystery. “I didn’t know he’d cut off all his locks neither. And changed his name.
They kept calling him Zeke. That ain’t what you named him, is it?” Diallo looked
at Kwame again, trying to appear all sympathetic and concerned. But Kwame
saw the malicious joy behind that look.
There was a long silence.
“Hey, Diallo?”
“Yeah, man?”
“You need to stay the fuck away from my kids, okay? I mean, if you see
either one of them coming down the street, you need to go the other way.”
“Hey Brother Man, don’t blame it on me. I’m just reporting what I saw.”
Kwame tried to launch himself up from the grass, but Ojo already had him
around the waist.
“Man, he ain’t worth it. He ain’t worth it.” Ojo kept repeating the same
thing over and over. Kwame finally gave up and relaxed. Not because his friend
was right. But even drunk and pissed off he had more sense than to think he
was bad enough to break one of Ojo’s holds. “Now beat it, Little Fuck. Before I
let him go.”
Diallo disappeared into the darkness.
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Kwame hit Memphis again about two in the morning. He cruised up and
down Brooks Road until he found a front desk clerk who admitted to having a
vacancy. As soon as he checked in, he was out again, headed for a bootlegger
that he knew about. He went back to the room and began mixing bourbon and
Cokes. He thought about finding a woman. He thought about going and waking
Abena up and asking her what the hell was going on. But he was too tired for a
woman and he’d never, ever won an argument with his ex.
He sat up in the fake leather chair, punching the remote control and
drinking. About six he called the front desk to say that he’d be checking out late.
After that he showered and was finally able to get some sleep.
That afternoon he handed Abena about half the money that he’d made
over the weekend. She laughed, asking him how much the bundle of crumpled
bills amounted to. He said that he wasn’t asking for a receipt.
Azikwe was out somewhere playing basketball, but Mia was at home.
Kwame sat and talked with his daughter for awhile, forgetting for that little time
what had made him so upset. Mia looked just like her mother. Beautiful.
Kwame found himself smiling at Bena. But the new guy came home then and
Kwame remembered that he had things to do. He gave Mia a five dollar bill and
made some promises that he meant to keep this time. Then he headed for the
community center that Azikwe hung out at.

“Hey, Damien.”
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“Hey, Mr. Kwame. How you been?” The boy ran towards him with the
excitement reserved for smiling fathers.
“Hey, fella. I’m okay. You all right?”
“Yes, sir.”
“That boy of mine around?”
Damien took a step back, looking at the ground. “No, sir. Azikwe don’t be
around here too much no more.”
“Yeah? His Mama told me that he was playing basketball.”
“Yes, sir. But he don’t play at the center no more. He be down at the lot
most the time now.”
“I see. I guess I’d better go down there if I want to find him, hunh? You
take care of yourself. Tell your grandmother I asked about her.”
“Yes, sir.”
The lot. Shit. Kwame took off walking fast.
Grown men, fierce looking grown men, leaned against the fence
separating the outdoor basketball goals from the street. Trash blew everywhere.
One of the men started to ask Kwame something. A closer look at his face
stopped the question before it got out. Kwame leaned against the fence looking
for his child.
Azikwe was the smallest thing out there. Yeah, he’d cut his hair off all
right. Kwame hadn’t seen the back of his son’s exposed skull in over a dozen
years. The boy looked like a baby bird. Especially with his top half naked like
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that. The scrawny little shoulder blades flew up and around as if they were being
carried by wings.
If it wasn’t so dangerous, Kwame would have been proud of the boy’s
sheer nerve. They played for blood over here. And Azikwe was cutting through
them, using his elbows the way a butcher uses a knife. Even if it hadn’t been his
own kid, Kwame would’ve been able to tell that this little guy was pretty ticked
about something. And taking it out on the hoop. Only, this wasn’t the place for it.
That sandy-colored guy, for one, looked like he was getting pretty tired of this
wild little kid.
“Hey? Azikwe? Zikwe! Zeke!” Kwame felt like a fool, but it worked. The
game came to a halt. Azikwe stood with the ball in his hands looking up at the
sky. Or a brief heartbeat, Kwame thought that the boy might just ignore him.
Take advantage of the confusion to lay up for two. Finally, Azikwe threw the ball
down and turned towards his father.
“Hey, little boy. Is that your daddy calling you? Better go home before
you get a whipping.” General laughter. Azikwe walked towards Kwame, pulling
on his shirt.
“Hey, son.”
“Hello.”
“It’s been a while.”
“I know.” The boy didn’t even smile, just stared. Kwame looked away
first.
“How about a slice of hot fudge cake?”
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No answer.
“With ice cream. And maybe a frappe.”
Azikwe’s resolute gaze wavered a little and Kwame knew he had him.
Yeah, that was still his boy in there.
They walked back to the van and headed for the ice cream parlor. Kwame
ran his mouth nonstop. Asking questions about school and computers and
anything else that he could think of. The boy gave the briefest possible answers.
Finally they were seated in a booth with coffee and dessert. Azikwe
spooned down cake and stared out the window. Kwame didn’t feel like eating
anything.
“So. You got a haircut.”
Azikwe looked at his father, a murderous stare on his face. “Yeah, and
you screwed Auntie Nita.”
Kwame picked up his spoon. Maybe he’d try a little ice cream after all.
“Who told you that?”
“Doesn’t matter who. It’s true. Right?”
‘That’s grown folks’ business, Zikwe. Don’t concern yourself with it.”
“Daddy.” Azikwe half rose from his chair. His nose twitched and his chest
began to heave. Kwame hoped that the boy wasn’t about to cry. He’d never
forgive his father for making him cry in public. Especially while he was drinking
coffee.
Azikwe sat back down and pulled his face together. “She’s Mama
Sophia’s best friend.”
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“Yeah.” Kwame stirred his ice cream around a little. Mashed up a corner
of his cake. “Like I said, it’s grown folks business. Just like with me and your
mama. Remember what I told you. Nothing’s gonna make a difference between
me and you.”
“That was just lowdown.” Azikwe continued as if his father hadn’t been
talking. As if he, himself, had thought about the situation a lot and kept reaching
the same conclusion. “Just lowdown.”
Kwame looked out of the window. Those dark clouds were still following
him. They looked close now, real close.
“I guess its time to get out of here. I need to try to beat that storm.” He
slid a couple of dollars under his saucer and looked at Azikwe. Azikwe looked
like somebody ready for a fight. “Come on.”
Outside, the rain began with a few fat drops that burst against the
concrete. Kwame wasn’t fooled. Big storms sometimes started off small like
that. Kwame stood in the restaurant’s doorway, pulling Azikwe close with one
hand, covering the boy’s naked head with the other.
“Stop it.” Azikwe shoved an elbow into Kwame’s belly, pulling himself
free. “You’re a lowdown, dirty cheat and you don’t love nobody.”
The boy was gone before Kwame could react, running as if the devil was
on his heels. There didn’t seem to be any point in following him. He knew his
way home and he was probably already soaking wet.
Thunder boomed. The rain fell harder. Kwame watched his son
disappearing into the storm.
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CHAPTER 11

Nita sat in the car for a moment or two, adjusting her game face. It was
the front she usually assumed for unhappy clients, suspicious IRS workers, and
most of her relatives. She got out of the car slowly, trying to appear unrushed
and relaxed. Lately, she’d only been coming to Home House when she had to,
usually only for meetings. But these people were supposed to be her friends.
She was supposed to be one of the gang.
She started towards the porch. The sun was out and she managed to
avoid the area of chipped walkway where she and Kwame had stumbled before.
There were clumps of petunias in the front yard. Sophia had probably done that.
Mani was up near the porch, painting one of the stone lions guarding the
front door. He was half-humming, half-singing some bebop tune, evidently happy
with himself and his work. He looked around, saw Anita and stopped. Singing.
Smiling. Working. Just stopped. Then he recovered and nodded at her.
“Sister Nita.”
“Mani. How’re you doing today?” She’d reached him by now and stood at
the lion’s other side, trying to be sociable.
“Can’t complain.” He began to work again, keeping his face turned
towards the granite back, focused on the task of covering the graffiti there.
“Mani, you know, you’re destroying an artifact of folk history.”
Mani paused, finally turning to look at her, his eyebrows raised in
question.
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Nita touched an unpainted portion of the lion. “Some of this is probably
three or four decades old. We should be sending this to a museum somewhere.
The historic voice of the people.”
Mani stared at her for another second or two and then broke into that
braying laugh of his. That laugh brought a real smile to Nita’s face. Then he
seemed to remember something and bent back to his work.
“Anyway,” Nita continued, “when the young people begin coming here, it’ll
just revert to the same state.”
“Yeah, but it’s always good to start off with a clean slate.” Mani was still
smiling, but he looked at her as if waiting for an answer to some tacit question.
Anita knew what the question was but she didn’t have an answer for it
yet. She said goodbye to Mani and walked up the stairs and into the house.
Sheila was in the foyer, polishing the banisters of the indoor
staircase. She turned towards the sound of the door opening. Anita smiled.
Sheila wasn’t her favorite person, but she was usually glad to see her. Anita
needed that right now. But the smile that Sheila gave her was completely
joyless. “Anita Skinner, what a surprise. I didn’t think we had a meeting today. I
came dressed for hard labor.” She ran her eyes over Anita’s outfit – white
sandals and blouse, starched jeans and gold hoop earrings.
“”I dropped by to say hello to everyone and see how things were going.”
Anita paused. “Anyway, I need to talk to Sophia for a moment.”
Sheila’s smiled seemed a little happier now, but not in a good way.
“Sophia? I’m sure your running buddy’ll be glad to see you.”
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“Sophia’s in the outside cottage,” Deka came into the conversation while
Nita was considering the best answer for Sheila. Anita turned towards the
naturopath, forcing herself not to touch her face. Sheila in one of her moods on
one side, one of Sophia’s dedicated protectors on the other. It wasn’t the worst
situation she’d ever been in, but it wasn’t so good either.
However, Anita noticed that right now the healer was giving her the sort of
look that she usually gave to Sophia, the kind she bestowed on patients –
sympathetic and assessing. Anita felt insulted in a way. She wasn’t some
pitiable drug addict or abused infant. She kept her face neutral as her temper
flared. Maybe Deka had heard about what happened and now considered her a
sex addict or something.
“Nita, you haven’t been here in a while. Come and look at what I’ve done
with the infirmary.”
“Okay.” On the other hand, she was glad that she wasn’t completely in
the dog house with everyone associated with the center.
Nita followed Deka past Sheila and on up the stairs, wondering if she was about
to be offered saltpeter or some other libido killer.
The infirmary was in the house’s master bedroom. A small bed was in
one corner and soft, jazzy music played. Almost everything from the bed’s
spread to the rug and chairs and walls was either a sort of light indigo or
sunflower yellow. An odd combination, but it looked good. Good and restful,
Sophia thought.
Aloud she said, “Nice. Very nice.”
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“Thank you,” Deka sat in the blue chair. Anita sat in the yellow one,
hoping it wasn’t the one reserved for patients. “The herbs are growing down in
the sun room. Sophia said that maybe next spring she and I can plant some
down by her little place out back.”
Nita clenched up a little and looked at Deka, but the other woman had
swung her chair out to look at the room and seemed to be thinking about
something. “I suppose that mostly I’ll be treating headaches, sore throats and
bee stings.”
She paused and took a deep breath before continuing. “I think, though,
that sometimes there’ll be more serious diseases. Things that can’t be cured
with an afternoon’s rest.” She turned to look at Anita again. “What do you think
about me working on those sorts of things?’
Anita thought about it. She’d known Deka since her middle school days
as Denise Thomas. Beneath that placid serenity was iron. The woman was
going to do what she was going to do. “I’m not a lawyer, but I think that since
your patients will be minors, you should get a parental release form before
starting anything iffy.”
“Some things they won’t want their parents to hear about.” Deka tapped
Nita on the knee. “You’re the closest thing we’ve got to a legal expert right now.
What do you think about what I’m saying?”
“I’m not sure. I’ll talk to Sophia about it. She supposed to be the center’s
director.” Nita knew that Deka didn’t want this matter discussed before the entire
board. She wasn’t sure she was ready to discuss it in front of the others herself.
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“Yes, definitely talk to Sophia.” Deka stared across the room at a poster of
the moon rising over a mountain range.
“Right.” Nita kept her eyes on the moon and mountains scene that was
fascinating Deka. “Whatever you do, if there are any consequences you’ll have
to take responsibility.”
“Yes. People need to take responsibility for what they do.” Deka touched
Nita’s knee again and then laughed gently. “It’s part of the curative process.”
“Right,” Nita said again. She got to her feet. “Well, I came here on a
mission. I should carry on.”
“Yes,” Deka got up too. The she pulled Nita into a hug that seemed to
wash away part of the badness that’d been clinging to her the past few weeks.
They separated and Nita stretched and took a deep breath. “Hey it smells
good in here, too.”
“A little lavender, a little jasmine,” Deka spoke in an offhand manner,
watching Nita’s face. “Now go on and complete your mission.”
Sheila was still on the stairway, but Nita managed to get past without
feeling her blood pressure spike.
Ifay was in the front room now. The dancer nodded but didn’t speak as
Nita moved towards the back door.

Nita walked through the house receiving what she interpreted as a mixture
of snubs and insincerity from volunteers helping with the clean up. Stonewall
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was a very small town. Few people there had ever approved of her lifestyle.
Now they had all had something definite to hold against her.
The back door was protected by an old fashioned aluminum side storm
door with Plexiglas panes. Mother Ransome used to fuss when Nita and Sophia
banged through a door almost exactly like this one, on the way to the backyard.
Sometimes one or two of the very ones here in this house had been with them.
Nita turned to the guy behind her, stripping paper from the kitchen walls,
“This door needs to be replaced with bars. It’s not the Seventies anymore.”
The yard itself wasn’t much like the Ransomes’. It was cut even and neat
as the reverend had always kept his. But here, wildflowers and weeds were
mixed in with the Bermuda. Rev wouldn’t have allowed that. He’d have Sophia
out there on her hands and knees, Saturday mornings, rooting out all intruders.
When she finished with that Sophia would move on over to her personal realm –
rows of tomatoes, bush beans and squash, edged and separated by yarrow,
clover and zinnias.
No, this didn’t much resemble that childhood haven where Nita could sit
for an afternoon or evening believing that the world was untainted and good.
Sophia was here, though, just as she’d been in the old days. Anita could see her
at the window of the little cottage, staring off at nothing. Three or four months
ago and Nita might have gone in teasing her about sitting there looking like a
princess waiting for a prince or at least a handsome woodcutter to come rescue
her.
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It wasn’t the time for kidding around though. Anita hadn’t been alone with
Sophia since the day she’d signed the papers on this house. Kwame had walked
in on the two of them, laughing to beat the band. That seemed like two lifetimes
ago. Anita kept walking towards the small building, relaxing into the self that she
showed to Sophia and few others. She wasn’t going to pretend that the past few
weeks hadn’t happened. But she hoped that Sophia would be as hungry for the
old friendship as she was.
“I think Deka might be planning to do abortions and detoxes in that little
clinic of hers.”
“Oh,” Sophia jumped a bit, turning towards the door, towards Nita. “What
makes you say that?”
Nita pulled the other office chair close to Sophia and sat. The eyes of the
woman next to her weren’t those of her lifelong chum. The person that she’d
shared the most fragile moments of her life with wasn’t there.
“She just took me aside to tell me that she’d be doing some things up
there without getting parents’ permission first,” Anita continued. She paused,
thinking about it. “It was almost like she was asking for my okay.”
“Your okay?” Sophia clicked her tongue. “If she not going to be concerned
with the family’s permission, what do you think she cares about ours?”
Nita looked away, surprised, and then laughed. “Oh.”
“What did you say to her?” This Other-Sophia was smiling in a half-serious
way.
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“I told her that she had to take responsibility for whatever she did. And
that she needed to talk to you about it.”
“Oh.” Sophia looked away, thought for a moment and said, “Deka hasn’t
killed anybody yet. At least not as far as I know.” Both women laughed here.
Sophia turned towards the window, looking at the house across the yard.
“Running this place will be more than a notion.”
“Yeah, I know,” Anita said and touched the spot beside her eye.
Sophia tensed up a little then, though she kept smiling. “So you just
dropped by to discuss alternative medicine?”
“That’s not the only reason.” Nita was still smiling too, but she touched the
tree-scar again. This Other-Sophia looked a little dangerous. “We’re going to
need more money.” She spoke with her face turned towards the rosebushes
tapping against the front window,
More money. Sophia sat and looked at Nita. Nobody at Home House
was rich.
“The wiring problems are taking us over budget. They’re places in the
attics where squirrels have been gnawing at things.” Nita paused and took a
breath. “”Even with Mani calling in favors, its going to be expensive.”
“We should have had some one look the place over before we bought it.”
“Yes.” Nita looked about as low as Sophia had ever seen her. The
financial advisor had handled the Home House deal with the same panache as
she handled all of her business – making huge decisions with an offhand attitude.
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She always tried to give the impression that success came easily and expectedly
to her; that trusting her with your money was the only intelligent way to go.
Sophia knew that it must be really aggravating to the
businesswoman, the idea of making such a large, fundamental mistake. They’d
been seriously looking for a home for the community center for over a year.
Then Anita had finally found the perfect place at the right price. So she’d signed
the papers, spending a lot of money, wanting to present the group with a
completed mission; understated evidence of her own excellence.
But Sophia knew Anita. Whatever face she showed the world, despite the
savoir fair she showed in her personal and professional life, Anita Skinner was
not careless. She examined things, did research. That conceit was backed by a
sound record. But this time she’d done something foolish, Sophia thought, and let
her pride usher in her disgrace. But, to be fair, the Home House folk were the
closest that Nita had to friends. Misusing their trust was a major part of the
problem.
“So, what do we do now?”
The woman who said this looked and sounded to Anita a bit more like her
old friend. Sophia could see a little bit of hope mixed in with the worry and grief
in the financier’s face. “I need your help with something.”
Sophia looked at her and waited.
“I’ve got some things working, that I’m pretty sure of, but they’re long
range. We’re going to need a little more cash before those things pay off.” Nita
paused again. “I’ve got an opportunity. A consulting firm up in Nashville just got
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a contract with the new regime. The stock’s pretty inexpensive now, but by the
holidays it’s going to skyrocket. Before then, even.”
Sophia looked skeptical. “This sounds like the kind of thing you’d advise
me against.”
Nita waved her hand impatiently. “You don’t know anything about stocks
and investing. I’m the expert here. I know what I’m doing.”
Sophia didn’t make the obvious response.
“We need to do something and I think this is our best option.”
“I see,” Sophia folded her hands and looked at the other woman. “Where
do I come in?”
Nita’s hand moved towards the scar, but she stopped before the gesture
was complete. “I need you to back me up when I present the plan before the
board.”
“Why?”
“Because, they’ll believe you. If you sign off on it, there won’t be any
panic.”
“I see,” Sophia murmured, and she did. Anita didn’t want to face a bunch
of people that she’d known all her life, alone and admitting to wasting their
money. She wanted somebody in the hot seat with her.
Sophia turned back to her once-was friend and switched on the desk
lamp. She sat studying Nita’s face as if looking for something, or maybe
memorizing it because she didn’t expect to see it again.
“Anita. Why did you do this to me?”
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They weren’t talking about the community center now.
Nita got up and walked to the window on the side wall. It was closed, but
she could still smell the roses.
“You never even liked him.” Sophia’s voice had a quaver.
“I never exactly disliked him.”
“You always leave when he shows up. You never really listen when I talk
about him.”
“I always thought married people wanted to be alone together. I don’t
know anything about all that stuff. When you go on about your personal
relationships, I don’t have anything to reference it to. So when he asked me, you
know, a part of me wondered…”
“He asked you?”
Anita felt the coldness come over her that meant she was angry. “I don’t
chase married men, Sophia. You know that. If I planned to change my habits, I
wouldn’t start with him. I resisted at first.”
“So he asked you again.” It wasn’t a question. It was the voice of some
one finally accepting the bad news.
“Yeah.” Anita was looking directly at Sophia. “He asked me again.
Obviously at some point I agreed to it. Now you hate me. You hate him. So-So,
we all still have responsibilities. I don’t plan to let the Home House project die
because of my personal life. We need to decide a way to work together.”
“You have lost your mind.” Sophia grabbed the stem of the desk lamp, but
didn’t actually pick it up and throw it. “I am the only person in this town, maybe in
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the entire Southern United States, who has ever stood up for you. And the one
married man in creation that you go to bed with is my husband. You need to get
out of here. You need to get out of here before something happens.” Sophia’s
hand was still on the lamp.
“Listen,” Anita began.
“No.”
“Okay then,” Anita nodded. “Let’s just let the whole project go because
Sophia Ransome’s feelings have been hurt. It’ll be a pinch, but Sophia Ransome
can afford to throw away more than seven thousand dollars. Screw her buddies.
Sophia’s been offended and everybody else is just going to have to understand.
As for the children…”
“Be quiet.” Sophia still held onto the lamp. But she didn’t sound angry
any more. “Just leave now.” Both of them knew that Sophia would help
convince the group to go along with Nita’s plan. The two women had sat
together and come up with a secret plan, the same way they’d been doing since
junior high.
Sophia kept looking at her hand, gripping the lamp that she wasn’t going
to be throwing at any one. The world was falling apart, yet some things hadn’t
changed at all.
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CHAPTER 12

He’d asked her, begged her, for it.
There was a lot of vermin this year. There was usually some; Stonewall
wasn’t too far from the river. She’d been trying to hold off the cutworms and
slugs and aphids since her childhood. But this year the bad things seemed
particularly numerous. She’d come out in the morning and the squash leaves
would be ragged, the young tomatoes would have holes bored through them.
And there were other problems besides the bugs. Balls of fresh-turned earth lay
near the bottom of bean bushes. There were tunnels starting at the fence line.
Sophia had always tried to do things in the organic mode – being kind to
the world and to future generations. She’d rather pick the horn worms off the
tomato plants than kill them. In past years Nita had laughed at her for the paper
collars around the bottom of the plants, and the flat pans of beer looking, Nita
said, like some sort of libation.
This morning she’d had a face to face meeting with a client up in
Nashville. After three hours of smiling calmly and explaining the same points
over and over, she’d been tired. On the way home she stopped at the feed and
seed. Now she was back in her yard, pushing a wheelbarrow filled with
pesticides and other poisons toward the pole beans.
He had asked her for it. He’d begged her for it.
The night that her buddy and her man had gone off together without
coming back had been a bad spot for Sophia. In her mind it was a slummy,
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ruined place with poison ivy and things that bite. Before she’d been able to
approach the place at all, she’d armed herself. She’d nurtured along a mindset
that made the thing less threatening.
Anita Skinner went after men. She did it for sport. Ten years she’d been
near Kwame Emphashele without ever having a taste of him. Finally, the habit,
addiction, had overcome her. She finally had to take a bite.
With Sophia’s first husband it’d been different. They’d lived in different
cities back then, and that guy had never really made Sophia happy. But at least
once a week for over a decade, Anita had witnessed the joy that had been
Kwame and Sophia. Sophia had hypothesized that maybe it’d seem exotic to
Anita, some strange and finally irresistible otherness.
That didn’t make it all right. Sophia hadn’t planned on just forgetting and
letting the whole thing blow over. She’d spent late night, wide awake hours
thinking about what she’d say to her and to him when she wasn’t calm enough to
talk to them. But she did understand. Maybe she’d never tell either one of them,
but, she told herself, she did understand in a way.
But she hadn’t. Her Kwame, the man who hadn’t offered her anything
more intimate than his thoughts and his words during their first six weeks. The
man who’d spent their first two years together convincing her of his chastity
during all those road trips. That man, her man, Kwame had gone in pursuit of the
badness. He had asked Anita, Sophia’s first friend, to bring the vermin to
Sophia’s good place.
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Kneeling there, trying to save the cucumbers and verbena, Sophia
remembered the unease she’d felt when Mother had kissed Kwame at the
wedding. Maybe she’d been right to feel anxious. Her parents had never
thought her worth admittance into the deepest, truest, part of themselves. Maybe
Mother knew from the first that Kwame’s love for Sophia held that same lack of
depth. Maybe that had been the meaning of the kiss.

“Where’s Brother Kwame?” Ifay’s man, Obasi, asked the question. Ifay
was a friend; but Sophia had never liked the guy. Now she sat there stung and
angry. If Ifay knew the story behind Kwame’s absence, Obasi knew it too.
Sophia had been telling herself that she didn’t want everybody’s sympathy. But
now that someone was questioning her in an unsympathetic voice, she resented
it.
Everyone sitting around the big wooden table in Home House’s front room
became quiet. Some looked down at the printed agenda and other papers on the
table. Others looked at each other. No one except for Obasi and Anita looked at
Sophia.
“I mean, he’s been at our meetings since we first started talking about this
project,” Obasi continued. “Nobody’s given me any reason for him to stop
coming.”
Sophia looked over at Ifay. Ifay looked up from her paperwork, staring
straight ahead, still not looking at Sophia.
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“I don’t see why Kwame would come to board meetings. He hasn’t put
any money into the project.” This was Sheila, of course.
“He’s been in on things since the beginning.” Obasi said.
“That was during the talk stage,” Sheila laughed. “Anybody can sit around
you talking. When things get serious and it’s time to do the work, those that pay
the cost get to be the boss.”
“”I’ve got Sophia and Kwame Emphashele included on my list of
contributors,” Nita spoke up from the other end of the table.
Sheila just sucked her teeth at this.
“I just saw Kwame down in Mississippi working a show. He mentioned a
couple of more he might be working soon.” As Ojo said this, his face took on the
wide-eyed innocent look that he assumed when misrepresenting something to
possible customers. Sophia wondered if he was lying about having seen Kwame
or about what had been said.
“Yeah,” Mani jumped in now. “You know how that is, Obasi.” Obasi was a
drummer; he did gigs where and when he could find them. “We don’t want the
man missing his work. His contributions would really be smaller then.” Mani
addressed this last remark to Sheila.
“I move we wait until Kwame is here in person to discuss his place on the
board before we make a decision on his inclusion.” Anita offered the suggestion.
“I second that,” Ojo added quickly.
“What!” Sheila’s voice was loud and frustrated. “We’re going to wait until
he’s got time for us before we decide if we’ve got time for him?”
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Sophia felt a familiar emotional tug and looked around the table quickly.
Nita was staring at her. Sophia gave a little jump, realizing her next move. “The
motion’s been made and seconded that we table discussion and decision about
Kwame Emphashele until such time as he’s here to discuss the matter. All in
favor?”
Mani and Ojo raised their hands immediately. Anita, Deka and most of the
others followed suit. Sheila voted against the proposal. Obasi and Ifay
abstained.
“Okay, the motions been made and approved. We’ll wait until brother
Kwame gets back before coming to a decision about his place among us.”
Sophia’s guts clenched up as she said this.
“Okay, so let’s try to stick to the agenda now,” Anita said.
“Yes, the agenda.” Sophia looked at the page and sighed. “The use of
space.”
“I’ve got something to say about that too.” Sheila started in immediately.
Sophia folded her hands together, waiting for a diatribe against her own use of
the little place outside. She was surprised at Sheila’s subject of attack. “We
have one of our eight rooms and the sun porch dedicated to roots and powders
and such.” She waved a hand towards Deka. “Is that stuff even safe? It’s one
thing for a rational adult to choose to drink dragon blood tea or something. But
we’ll be working with children.”
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“I’ve often wondered myself about the efficacy and safety of herbology.”
This was Portia Norris, a public school principal. “Deka, how many of your
treatments have been clinically tested?”
“I’m surprised at you, Portia.” Deka didn’t sound surprised or particularly
offended to Sophia. Sophia supposed that the naturopath had this discussion a
lot; frequently, probably, with friends and family. “Does everything have to be
validated by Western science before it’s acceptable? Natural remedies have
been used around the world since the start of civilization. Much of chemical
medicine is based on herbal remedies,” She paused and looked around the
table. “Anyway, yes, there’s been a lot of research done on traditional medicine.
Its value is very well defined.”
“If you say so,” Sheila shrugged, “but I don’t see why so much space
needs to be dedicated to it.”
“Because health is important,” Deka replied. “I need the sunlight on the
back porch to grow the herbs. I need the little infirmary upstairs to treat people.”
“I really could use that back porch space.” This was another surprise to
Sophia. Mani was speaking up in support of Sheila and in opposition to Deka.
“I’ve got some equipment and supplies that we’re using to fix things up around
here. It would be a big help to me if I could store them at the site and free up my
truck space.” Mani looked a little apologetic, but his request made sense. The
fixit man needed his truck for other projects besides Home House – paying
projects.
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Sophia was thinking this over, when surprise number three came. Obasi,
who consistently sided with men rather than women no matter the issue, spoke
up for Deka. Sort of. “Mani, maybe you could store your things in an empty
room for the time being. We don’t have a medical student or real doctor on
board yet. We’ll need a way to treat bruises and tummy aches. I say let the
queen keep her space right now. I’m sure she’s not going to hurt anyone with
cups of hot tea and cold compresses.” He smiled at Deka. She smiled back at
him but it wasn’t the same sort of smile.
Mani seemed to think about it for a minute or two before nodding. “Okay.”
That seemed to settle things for everyone else. There were no more objections.
Sheila clicked her teeth again, but that might have been because of Obasi’s
chauvinism.
Sophia felt that tug again and looked at Anita. Nita didn’t return the stare.
Instead she looked at the sheet in her hand.
But Sophia knew that she and the financial counselor were thinking about
the same thing. Deka was planning on more complicated treatments than cold
cloths and teas.
“Okay, Sister Chair,” Nita’s voice sounded the way that it usually did.
Controlled, in control, maybe a measure sardonic. “I need to talk a bit about our
financial situation.
“Yes? How are things looking?” The room got quiet the way it did when
the issue of money came up. Sophia returned Nita’s look calmly, erecting her
own façade for the general good.

205

“Pretty good.” Nita did touch the scar now. “But we’ve run into an
unexpected expense.”
“Yes?” Sophia asked.
“Yes. It’s a maintenance issue. I’ll let Brother Mani detail it.”
Everyone turned towards Mani, relaxed back in his chair, smiling placidly.
“If we don’t have something done about the attic wiring, the whole place might
burn down.”
“What!” Sheila’s screech un-keyed a flood of comments and protests from
others at the table. Underneath the table, Sophia’s fingers clenched together,
but she looked at Nita and kept her face still.
“So,” she said after a moment and was surprised, and a little frightened
when everyone stopped talking and looked at her. “How bad is it?”
Mani leaned forward and began an account that Sophia barely heard.
Beneath the questions about Kwame’s continued involvement with Home House,
she thought, were questions about his continued involvement in their marriage.
She didn’t have answers to any of those questions. Now she was about to join
someone that she thought she hated in asking people who trusted her for a
significant amount of money. She felt as if the trace amount of sanity that she
had left was being eroded.
Minutes later the contractor leaned back in his chair and everyone looked
at Sophia again. “So how much is this going to cost?”
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Mani’s amount was a little less than the figure that Nita had given her a
couple of nights ago. Almost everyone at the table gasped and turned to look at
Sophia again.
She looked at Anita. “Do we have that much money?”
“Yes, right now we do. But that money’s put aside for upcoming operating
expenses.” Nita was looking at and speaking directly to Sophia instead of the
room at large. It didn’t help Sophia’s nerves.
“So do you have any suggestions for dealing with this?”
“Yes, in fact I do.” Anita glanced around the room, but her eyes ended up
back on Sophia. “There’s an education consultation firm named Black and
Slacker that’s based up in Nashville. I’ve heard that they’re going to be awarded
a contract by the new administration. They’re fairly low key now, but in a few
weeks their stock will be taking off.”
“Mmh.” Sophia let a soupcon of doubt sound in her voice. “How certain
are you of this information?”
Nita smiled, looking relaxed, but she did touch that scar again. “Very
certain.”
“Hey, is this some of that insider trading stuff you’re talking about?”
Sheila’s voice sounded from the other end of the table.
“Oh, we’re not going to make matters more complicated by accusing
Sister Anita of criminal actions.” Deka spoke up now. “We’ve never asked that
question before.”
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“No we haven’t,” Sophia agreed. She was still looking at Nita. “So what
would you need from us to make this work?”
“Money.” Anita named a figure. “We haven’t got enough right now to
invest in the stock, start repairs on the wiring and have enough for immediate
opening expenses for the Fall.”
“And you’re expecting us to give you more cash?” Sheila sounded
infuriated. “You chose this place. You invested our money in this broken down
dump. And now we have to pay for your mistakes?”
Sophia turned and looked at the angry woman. “Sheila, a minute or two
ago, you said that those who pay the cost get to be the boss. Have you changed
your mind about being a part of this project? Do you have a better way to
resolve the issue?”
“I don’t like it either.” Portia Norris’s cousin spoke up and Sophia pressed
her lips together, waiting for the hostilities to intensify. “But we’ve come this far.
I’m willing to go a little bit further. A little bit,” the woman repeated. “If you all
really think this might save the day?”
Sophia thought that the woman was looking at her more so than at Nita.
So she nodded. “I’m sure that we all know that there are no guarantees
regarding this project. But Anita’s advice has served us well so far.”
“It’s a lot of money.” Somebody else moaned.
Sophia didn’t say anything to that. It was a lot of money. The discussion
went on for a couple of more hours. At the end, not even Sheila could change
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the facts. No one could come up with a way to raise a lot of money quickly.
They needed to move fast in order to exploit the situation.
After everyone had expressed their anger, frustration, and fear, things
began to wind down as the talk turned to means and deadlines for getting the
money to Anita. Sophia sat behind the same unrushed, peaceful face. They
would all come through on their commitments and Nita would do whatever
needed doing in order to avoid this disaster. She didn’t know how some of them
would react to the next emergency. But they’d come through this time. She’d
helped talk them into it. She’d joined forces with the woman who’d help shatter
her peace and talked others into risking theirs with her.
It was frightening and nauseating to think about. Sophia wanted to be at
home in bed with Kwame’s head on the other pillow or his voice at the other end
of the line, listening to him saying whatever was necessary to take away the
shakiness.
She sat beside Nita making notes of who paid what or was promising to
pay when. She made jokes and traded gossip, struggling to keep her mask in
place.

“Hey, Sophia, we’re going over to Miriam’s for some rice and beer. You
coming?”
Sophia smiled and shook her head at Mani. Ifay, Obasi and some of the
others stood with him, all watching Sophia.
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She slowly piled her papers and books together before sliding everything
into the side pocket of her laptop’s case. She didn’t want to seem rushed or
nervous. “No. I’ve got a meeting with clients in the morning. I need to finish
loading the bells and whistles on their website.”
“I guess you’ll be working down in your little palace in the backyard.”
Sheila spoke up from the other side of the table.
“No.” Sophia made an effort to keep her voice and hands from shaking,
trying not to let the tears escape from her eyes. “Most of the notes that I need
are at home.”
There was a short pause and Mani spoke up again, “Sure you don’t want
to come, just for a short minute?” Sophia could hear another question beneath
the one being voiced. Whether it concerned her own personal state or doubts
about finances, she wasn’t ready to deal with it this evening. She shook her
head, not even trying to speak this time.
“All right,” Mani and those with him left, and Sophia was in the room alone
with Nita and Sheila. She continued to work calmly, shoveling her papers into
her pouch, reopening one pocket to make sure she had her cell phone. She
didn’t want either of those two to think that she was afraid. But she was very
happy when she was finally able to sling the case’s straps over her shoulder and
head for the front door.
Once home, she dropped the case in a chair and headed for the kitchen.
There was a half-full fifth of cognac in the cabinet over the sink, left over from
Christmas. The closest cups were the bright colored coffee mugs on the stand
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beside the microwave. She unhooked one and mixed herself a drink – one third
liquor, one third cola and one third ice. Since their undergrad days, Nita had
laughed at Sophia for mixing good liquor with soda like that. At every criticism
Sophia would promise that she only drank it that way at home. She took a gulp
of tonight’s drink and thought, screw Nita. This was a drink. She picked up the
mug, liquor and Coke and went to the front room.
She was sitting on the sofa with the lights off, well into her second drink
when the doorbell rang. She managed to get up even though her legs were
beginning to feel rubbery and she was a little dizzy. She looked through the little
window in the front door and saw Ojo. She smiled. She’d met Ojo at the same
time that she’d met Kwame. The guys had been working a booth together at the
strawberry festival that Nita had dragged her to. Seeing Ojo at her house was
almost the same as seeing Kwame. Not really. But as Sophia unlocked the
door, she had a sense of her regular life walking in with the tall muscled man.
And he might have some news from Kwame.
“Hey sugar, how’ve you been getting along?” The big man bent and
kissed her jaw the same way that he always had. Something inside Sophia
relaxed.
“I’m good, how about you?” Sophia turned to follow him back into the
room. Her feet got a little tangled up in the process.
Ojo caught Sophia around the waist as she stumbled. “I’m fine.” He was
looking past her and Sophia knew that even in the unlit room he was able to see
the cognac bottle on the table. Sophia’s mood crashed. Ojo wasn’t known as a
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gossip. But when he saw Kwame again, he’d have the story of Sophia sitting by
herself in the dark, getting drunk.
Oh well. “Let me get you a drink, Ojo.” She might as well be polite.
“I’ll get it.” Ojo walked her over to the couch, holding her steady as she
sat down. “I’ll get myself some ice from the kitchen.”
When they were both settled with drinks, Ojo asked her again, “How’re
you getting along.” He was sitting close to her and as he spoke, he pulled her
into a hug.
Sophia pulled away, trying to see his face as she sipped from her cup. “I
think maybe you’re looking for something to run back and tell your buddy.”
Ojo gave a surprised-sounding laugh. “That wasn’t what I had in mind. I
was in town and stopped to check on you.” In the dimness, she saw his glass
moving towards his face. There was a quiet chinking of ice and the glass went
down again. “If you’d like me to make a report, I can tell him that you’re moving
on with your plans. I can tell him how well you handled the meeting tonight.”
“I don’t think I did a very good job. I didn’t like having to ask for more
money.” Sophia thought about the iffy investment that money would be used for.
“But I didn’t really have a choice.” Ojo’s arm was across the back of the couch,
circling Sophia’s shoulders. Without thinking, she settled back into the waiting
nest. “Lately it seems as if Anita Skinner’s trying to ruin my life.
“The meeting went pretty good.” Ojo’s arm tightened around Sophia and
she was gently pulled close to his body. “Together you two did what you needed
to.” Ojo paused, massaging Sophia’s shoulder in a seemingly absent-minded
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way. “I can’t say anything else about that other matter. I’ve got no idea why Nita
would do something like that.”
“Kwame talked her into it.”
“What?”
“Yeah, it was right after she found the property. She took Kwame out
there to look at it. The next thing she knew he was pawing all over her. Begging
her.” Sophia closed her eyes, envisioning the scene, the way she’d been doing
since that last conversation with Anita. Thinking about the subtle, insistent way
that Kwame could be when he was hungry, imagining what Anita, with her
experience, could do that Sophia didn’t even know was possible.
“You seem to know a lot about this. Have you been talking to Kwame?”
Sophia shook her head. “Nita told me about it.”
“And you believed her?” Ojo sounded as if maybe he didn’t.
Sophia sat up suddenly, thinking about it. “You think maybe she lied
about it? Maybe she was just bending public opinion, trying to put the blame on
some one else?”
Ojo’s arm went around Sophia’s waist as he gently pulled her back to his
side. “I don’t know,” he said thoughtfully. “Nita’s kind of the mighty warrior type.
I think that before she’d try to pass the blame, she’d take responsibility for
somebody else’s actions, if it’d serve her purpose.”
“And she’d tell the straight out truth and damn the consequences before
she’d do anything else.” Sophia sighed. “If she said it was Kwame’s idea, it
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probably was.” She paused, acknowledging the reality again, hurting with it. The
tears increased and she turned her head, pressing her face against Ojo.
“I know it must hurt.” He stroked her back. “But everything gets better.
Everything.” Then his other hand was against the side of her face, turning it
away from his shirt, tilting her face upwards and giving him room to kiss her.
Sophia hadn’t been kissed in awhile. When Ojo bent over her, his hair
tickled against her neck and shoulders the way that Kwame’s would and he
smelled like the organic oils that Kwame used. She opened her lips beneath the
pressure of his, seeking the familiarity, the comfort and happiness missing from
the last while. She opened her lips and Ojo’s tongue began doing things that
Kwame’s never had, feats that were new to her.
Finally, in spite of the liquor and pleasure, alarms began to scream, her
conscience demanding to know what she thought she was doing.
Ojo was like an octopus, all long arms wrapping around her, touching
places, trying to convince her to stay close. Sophia wondered if Kwame had
been this way with Anita – after the verbal pleas, greedy hands and lips
attempting to persuade her.
She pulled away. “We can’t do this.”
“Why not?”
“I’m a married woman – married to one of your best friends.”
Ojo snorted, not saying anything.
“You need to go now.” Nita stood up, not completely sober, but not nearly
as drunk as she’d been.
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Ojo rose slowly and stood for a moment, not touching her though she
could still feel his desire. “Think about me, Sophia.”
“What?”
“I want you; Have since the day I first saw you. If things don’t work out
between you and Kwame, will you think about giving me a chance?”
“I can’t promise that.”
“But you’re not definitely saying no?”
Sophia shook her head, “I’m not saying anything.”
“That’s something.” Ojo kissed her cheek. “Sit, I’ll let myself out.”
Eighty seconds later, as Ojo was walking away from the door he saw Anita
walking towards him. He smiled at her as they passed each other and kept
smiling all the way to his van.

When the doorbell rang again, Sophia thought that it was Ojo returning to
continue his case. She knew that she shouldn’t let him back into the house even
though her libido was screaming “Open the door! Open the door!” She turned
the knob and found Anita standing on the front porch.
“Are you planning to stand there staring all night or are you going to let me
in?”
Anita had gone home after the meeting. Now she was wearing sneakers,
walking shorts and a Sweet Honey tee. She’d washed her makeup off too, and
the scar near her eye looked tight and irritated.
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Sophia stood there, red-eyed and befuddled. On a whim, Anita grabbed
the handle of the security door and turned. Whatever Ojo’d been thinking about
when he left, it hadn’t been Sophia’s safety. The door was unlocked. Nita pulled
it open and stepped inside, guiding Sophia back a step or two.
Sophia’s look of confusion changed to one of anger and then fear. Nita
locked the security door and then closed and locked the wooden door. “Smell’s
like you all have been partying hearty in here.” She grabbed Sophia’s arm and
guided her to the downstairs bathroom. Standing on the tiled floor, Sophia
screwed up her face, trying to think of something mean and sarcastic to say.
Then the look of horror returned to her face and she bent over the toilet and
puked.
Half an hour later, Anita had cleaned the bathroom and gotten Sophia
upstairs and in bed with a glass of ginger ale, some crackers, and a mug of
chamomile tea. Nita lay on top of the spread on the other side of the bed, her
shoes lined up on the rug below. She was nervous. She’d seen the liquor and
the two glasses on the table in the front room. But the downstairs hadn’t smelled
of anything other than cognac and vomit. The upstairs just smelled of lavender.
Maybe nothing had happened and things weren’t any worse than before.
“Jesus girl, why’d you invite that bootleg Casanova into your house for
drinks?”
Sophia was propped up on one elbow, sipping tea. “You came here to
ask me about my personal affairs?’
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That was more or less the truth of it. During the Home House meeting,
Nita had felt the old connection with Sophia. She’d sensed her long-time friend’s
uneasiness and had known when Sophia caught on to the information that Nita
had telegraphed to her. When Sophia turned down Mani’s offer to join the others
for a beer, her unhappiness had been obvious to anyone who knew her. It
wouldn’t have taken any special relationship to know that Sophia didn’t have any
project waiting for her at home. She’d just wanted to get away.
Nita had gone home with all of that knowledge tumbling around with her
own basic unhappiness over the situation with Sophia. Then she’d changed
clothes and driven on over, not knowing what she’d say once she arrived.
Now she retreated to what she hoped was emotionally neutral ground.
“Well. If your personal decisions affect Home House then somebody ought to say
something to you.” She figured that the survival of their project would be a nocombat zone.
It didn’t work. “You made a personal decision to knock down Home
House the first day that it became a real place.” Sophia paused and sipped the
tea. She was a lot steadier than she’d been when she’d first seen Nita’s face
through the front door’s glass. She didn’t feel any better, but throwing up had
pretty much dissipated the dizziness. “Day one and you were trying to tear up
the foundation.”
“I wasn’t acting alone.” Nita lay on her back, looking in the general
direction of the ceiling. She couldn’t see it. The lamp wasn’t on and the only
light came from the undraped window. She couldn’t see anything clearly.
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“So you’ve said. But it doesn’t matter.

You did what you decided to do.”

Sophia stopped talking for a moment, and pushed the tears back down.
“You were the shoulder that I could lean on. Now you’ve got me in the
middle of this mess, naked as a jaybird, without you or him for support.” Sophia
stopped again, pushing back another surge of tears.
“You’ve still got Sophia.”
“Yes, I’ve got myself and hopefully that’s all I’m going to need to get
through this mess, because you’ve made sure that’s all that I have to depend
on.”
“Maybe it’s not everything you want, but you know, it really is all you
need.” Nita wanted to reach over and touch Sophia’s back, offer some sort of
comfort. But the way that Sophia sounded now, she might very well snap the
hand off.
“You specialize in getting things to grow,” Anita continued. “I’ve been
telling you for awhile now that you need to use some of that talent on yourself.”
“Right. You want me to grow, but before I get started well you chop me off
at the knees. I don’t seem to have the intelligence to understand that.”
Nita sat up, turning to put her legs over the side of the bed. “I guess I’ve
been the stupid one.” Behind her, Sophia gave an angry snort. “I could have
handled this differently.” Another snort. “Sophia, you do your best when you’re
bent over some struggling, fragile life, trying to get it to spread out. As far as I
can tell, that’s why you married him. It gave you something to tend to.”
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“I was pretty twisted and struggling myself back in those days. I needed
some tending too.”
Nita shook her head. “I think for your part it was mostly self-medication.
You did what you were good at and it made you feel better.”
Sophia opened her mouth to tell Nita to just get out of her house. But she
didn’t say it. For one thing, there was the pull of the old bond between them. It
almost felt like the Atlanta days, when they’d sit on the porch, getting tipsy and
trying to figure out life’s weird nuances. Anyway, her root-question hadn’t been
answered yet.
“Then why did you want him, especially since you never thought that much
of him? Why did you want him bad enough to not care about what you were
doing to me?”
Nita stood and walked over to the window. She thought of Sophia’s
husband standing in front of a dark window in the house that wasn’t theirs yet.
She turned back towards Sophia. “He wasn’t the one I wanted.”
Sophia sat down her mug, switched on the bedside table and turned to
face Nita. She studied the other woman’s face for a long moment. “What are
you saying to me?”
Anita looked back at her for another long moment and then burst out
laughing. “No, girl. No. It’s not like that.”
Sophia’s answering laugh was a little bit nervous and embarrassed. “Oh.
Well, I’m prepared to accept people the way they are. I just didn’t know…”
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“As long as we’ve known each other, don’t you think you’d have figured
out something that important by now?”
“I know. I just thought…I don’t know what I was thinking for a moment
there.”
“I don’t know what you were thinking either.”
They grinned at each other, both thinking about how long it’d been since
their first meeting and how much they knew about each other.
Sophia was the first to sober up. “Well then what are you trying to tell
me?”
Anita came and sat on the bed, her back to Sophia. “I guess I might have
wanted some nurturing too.”
“What?”
“You like taking care of things. You like taking care of people. That’s
what Home House is about for you, isn’t it? It’ll be like your personal garden of
young lives for you to cultivate.”
“Humph.” Sophia turned rolled her eyes away from the other woman.
“You make me sound like some type of despot.”
Anita shook her head. “No, it’s not like that. I’m just saying that you have
a gift for getting the best out of others.” As an afterthought she added, “That’s
why you need to be director at Home House.”
“What’s that have to do with you sleeping with my husband?”
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Anita turned towards Sophia, swinging her legs up on the bed and leaning
back so that the two of them were eye level. “You never offered that side of
yourself to me.”
“I don’t understand what you’re saying. You’re, you were, my best friend.”
“Yeah.” Nita heard the shift from present to past tense. “I’ve always liked
being around you. It’s comfortable.”
She stopped and Sophia lay silent and waiting. After a moment Nita
continued.
“It’s like I always had to be the strong one. Like you were always turning
to me for the babying that you didn’t get from your parents.”
“I thought you liked being the strong one. The tough girl.”
Anita shrugged. “You were supposed to be my best friend too. I wanted
you to see that there was something else to me too.”
“I knew.” Sophia said softly. “I always thought you preferred not to
acknowledge that other part. But I knew it was there. I guess I thought that you
knew that I knew. Like it was one of those things understood without being
discussed.”
Anita shrugged again. She didn’t say anything this time.
Sophia sipped her tea, thinking about it. Then she came again to her
basic question. “I don’t see how this is supposed to justify you and Kwame.”
“It doesn’t,” Nita answered quickly. “It doesn’t justify anything.” She
hesitated for a moment. “I guess part of me wanted to see what would happen if
I misbehaved.”
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Sophia laughed. Anita heard a bit of the other-Sophia, the harder one, in
the sound. “Girl, please. As long as I’ve known you, you’ve always done
whatever you pleased. Behaving, misbehaving, what have you ever cared for
those words?”
“I was always on my best around you.”
“Until this one time.”
“Until the one time.”
Sophia looked deep into her tea cup, swirling the leaves around the
bottom of the mug. Then she looked up at Anita. “Maybe you wanted to see
who mommy loved best, you or him?”
Anita shrugged, her eyes fastened on Sophia. “If you want to see it that
way you can.”
There was a quiet moment while the two women looked at each other.
Something about Anita’s unshielded openness – a new look for her – made
Sophia feel a sort of frozen fire rumbling through her veins. “You need to leave
my house. My stomach’s settled now, but I might vomit again if I have to keep
looking at you.
Nita shrugged a final time and left the room without saying anything else.
Downstairs, she made sure to lock the front door on her way out.
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CHAPTER 13

He hadn’t gone straight back to Lee. He’d meant to. But then he’d
remembered a show down in Mississippi not far from Como. The town wasn’t
much bigger than his Auntie’s back yard. Last year a local church had raffled off
a bale of hay.

But he’d gone ahead and asked Joe Ann to keep an eye on the

house for a while longer. She’d promised to do that and reminded him that one
of their cousins would be celebrating a sixty-fifth birthday soon and Kwame was
expected at the party. He’d said, oh, okay, even though the time away from
blood kin had felt like flying.
Then he’d called Ojo to see if he wanted to work the Mississippi thing. But
Ojo’d already had other plans, in some other little podunk town. Kwame had to
agree that it made more sense for them to split up, each working one of the small
venues. But he’d been disappointed.
The Mississippi gig worked out pretty good. He didn’t get rich, but it was
better than he’d expected. One of the vendors at that show told him about
something happening down near the gulf. It was still pretty torn up down there,
but homeowners were rebuilding and were looking for knickknacks and art to
replace some of what they’d lost.
Kwame’d tried again to call Ojo, who carried a lot of nice wood pieces. He
called his buddy at least five times and never got an answer. Kwame figured the
man was probably somewhere chasing the cat, might even have taken Nadia up
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on her offer. If this show turned out as well as it was supposed to, Kwame would
have ammunition to laugh at Ojo all fall and into the winter.
Customers there were the kind who wanted to hear about their purchases
– where the statues and masks were from and what they meant. Kwame had
some facts to offer, but Ojo was better at that kind of thing. Maybe it was better
that he wasn’t around.
Kwame needed to be heading back home now, if he was going to make
his cousin’s party. That particular relative wasn’t going to want anything that
Kwame was selling, not even the high end stuff. But Kwame’d done well on
those last few. He could afford to stop in the Macy’s in Jackson or Memphis and
get something that his family would think of as a real present. If he stopped in
Memphis, maybe he could try to see the kids again. Maybe he could talk Abena
into going to Macy’s and helping him pick something out.
On the other hand. He’d done pretty well at those last few shows and
maybe he needed to get it while it was there to get. He was riding pretty high by
this point, almost floating. On the road he saw vendors that he’d been seeing for
years now, folks he had a lot in common with, people to laugh and talk with. But
he wasn’t around anybody that he knew well, anybody who knew him or anything
about his personal business. He’d only talked to Joe Ann the one time and Ojo
still wasn’t picking up.
Kwame turned off his own phone and pointed his van towards the east
Tennessee mountains, where he’d heard that the Rainbow Family was holding
their annual retreat.
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The storm hit when he was working a post-Juneteenth celebration just
outside of Mobile. It’d been cloudy all day, the low darkish clouds that usually
meant bad news. He’d already paid a nonrefundable set-up fee. He figured he
would leave at the first drop.
But the rain came in a sudden gush, herded on winds that lifted his tent
from the ground and sent a table full of tees crashing. In the confusion, a gang of
youngsters ran through the rows of merchants, snatching up handfuls of goods.
Kwame packed up everything as quickly as he could, not bothering to sort
or fold. Then he went to a Chinese buffet to wait it out as tornado-warning sirens
screamed. It was time to go home now. The stock needed to be cleaned and
sorted and he didn’t have anymore underwear.

He pulled into the driveway of his parents’ old home at about three o’clock
Sunday morning. There were lights on over the porch and in the front room. Joe
Ann had been there. Kwame felt a prickling of guilt that was immediately
replaced by relief. He was tired and he needed to get his van-full of stock
positioned so that the rear doors were flush against the little storage room at the
end of the carport. Without the added light he might have run over the monkey
grass lining the walkway or the azaleas at the corner of the house. He did that
and he’d never hear the end of it.
He finally got the van where he wanted it and got himself into the house.
He took a hot bath and found some clean bvds. He’d left his duffle bag in the van
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because some stuff in the bottom of it was rank. After the bath, he lay down in
his parent’s room, in the bed with the tall mahogany headboard that his
grandmother had given her daughter for a wedding present.
Kwame always slept best in that bed. When he was a boy and home from
school with a fever or there was a storm. Sometimes Daddy would be away on
an overnight hunt. It would be like being cradled by the house itself.
Now he lay in the bed with his head on the pillow, and his feet touching
the footboard. He grunted, feeling springs poking at him as he slid into the valley
made by his father’s body in the same place every night for more than fifty years.
Kwame didn’t plan on sleeping very long that night. He needed to get up while
the rest of the town was at church, to sort and salvage the jumble of earrings,
clothing and wood in the back of his van.
Still though, it was a good sleep.

The sun had rolled around from the front room to the window above the
bed by the time he woke up. He put out his hand reaching for his wife.
Some one else was in the room with him.
Kwame came to himself completely, opening his eyes and looking around
a little crazily. There was a kid standing by the door, reminding Kwame of
somebody that he knew.
The boy was a teenager, maybe going a junior or senior in the coming
year. He smiled when he saw that Kwame’s eyes were open. “Auntie Joe says
that you’re supposed to come to her house for dinner today.”
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“I am?” Kwame sat up, yawning. “I’ve got a lot planned for today. Tell
Joe Ann I’ll try to get over to her place tomorrow.”
“She says I’m not supposed to come back without you.”
“She did, hunh?” Kwame pushed the covers away and swung his legs
over the edge of the bed. He was glad that he’d found some clean drawers last
night. “Well what if I refuse to come?”
“She says I’m not supposed to show up without you.” The boy repeated,
still smiling.
“Humph.” Kwame snorted, rubbing his face. Suddenly he knew who this
kid reminded him of. He looked like a slightly older, slightly taller version of
Azikwe now that his own son had cut his hair and lost some weight. “Who are
you, anyway?”
The boy’s grin grew wider. “I’m your Cousin Bernard’s oldest son.”
“Junebug.” Big Bernard’s father had been the younger brother of
Kwame’s own father. And yeah, the two of them had looked a lot alike.
“They call me B now.”
“The name your parents gave you isn’t good enough any more?” Kwame
was thinking about Azikwe preferring to be called Zee.
The boy standing in the doorway shrugged. “Your folks didn’t name you
no Kwame.”
Kwame had to laugh then. “True, that.” He looked at the boy for a few
minutes more. “I guess my sister will chop off your head if you show up without
me.”

227

“Yes sir. Then she’ll probably come after you.”
Kwame laughed again. “All right then, Mr. B now. I guess you’d better go
sit up front and let me put my clothes on.”

After more than six weeks of cut rate motels and truck stops, Joe Ann’s
house felt like another world. But it wasn’t like the feeling Kwame got when he
pulled into the driveway in Stonewall. He’d never really thought of it as his.
Home was anywhere that his wife was. But she’d grown up there and her name
was the only one on the deed. Even so, he’d known that he belonged in that
house. Everyone who came through the door there, even Anita, knew that he
was part of the story.
He walked into Joe Ann’s house and no one turned to him with that instant
recognition and blending, not even his sister. She didn’t even smile - just arced
her eyebrow the way that their mother had used as silent testimony to
unacceptable behavior.
Kwame had forgotten somebody’s birthday party. Hadn’t called the old
man on the big day, and wasn’t walking into the house now with a brightly
wrapped package under his arm. He was definitely in the dog house. If Joe Ann
was angry, then everybody else probably thought that he was lower than snail
slime.
No one said anything about it, of course. Not even his brother-in-law.
They smiled at him, squeezed his hand, thumped his shoulder, hugged him.
They treated him as if he were somebody who didn’t know any better. Cousins,
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aunts and in-laws orbited around him making small talk and laughing. Social
charity towards savages was a Christian duty.
Kwame smiled back, doing the best that he could to be part of the group.
But this wasn’t the sort of scene that he’d have aced even if he hadn’t been
coming down from an extended road trip. Sermons, television and cars. He
couldn’t discuss those things.
He wanted to go home, but he didn’t have a place to go back to any more.
That’s what he’d been not thinking about or over a month now. He didn’t have a
place with his wife and he didn’t have much in common with his blood kin. It’d
been good while he was working the shows. But he couldn’t stay on the road
forever like some kind of ghost, wandering around between one world and
another.
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CHAPTER 14

Sophia woke the next morning wondering whether she was glad that Nita
had found her sitting in a dark room with Ojo. Probably not, she decided, running
her tongue across dry, funny-tasting teeth. Life was complicated and she hadn’t
had a firm opinion on things the way they’d been when she woke yesterday
morning. Yesterday morning she didn’t wake with her first hangover in years.
Hadn’t had her unprincipled, disappearing husband’s best buddy making a play
for her. Hadn’t had her own unprincipled friend trying to explain what, to Sophia,
was the unexplainable (or maybe the self-explanatory). Yesterday’s opinions
had been unclear; today’s thoughts were turbulent.
She put the covers aside and sat up, swinging her feet down to the
bedside rug. Then she tapped her toes around, searching for the snakeskin
house shoes that Kwame had given her not long after they’d met. The shoes
were Nigerian and the finely-scaled soft-colored leather was one of her guilty
pleasures. She sat still for a few seconds, one set of toes curled inside a shoe,
lifting it a few inches from the rug, wondering about the state of her marriage.
Had Kwame said something to Ojo, indicating he wouldn’t be coming
back? Was that why he’d been there last night? Because he knew that Kwame
wouldn’t be sitting on that couch again? Sophia swallowed, wondering if she’d
be crying again today, wondering if she wanted Kwame back in her front room.
And then the phone rang.
“Hello. Hello, Sophia? Is that you?”
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“Who else would it be, Sheila?” Sophia thought about her mother, trying
to match the arched, tight tone that the older woman used in conversations that
she’d rather have avoided.
“Nowadays, who knows?” The voice at the other end laughed.
“All right. Now that we know who I am and who you are, what can I do for
you?”
“You can get me back my money for one thing.”
“I don’t know what you talking about, Sheila.” Sophia pushed her feet
down into the slippers and tapped around on the bedside table, searching for the
water glass.
“I’m talking about the money that you and your supposed-to-be friend
talked the rest of us into putting in this Ponzi scheme or whatever it is. I checked
it out on line this morning and it’s tanking out. I knew it was a bunch of crap
when ya’ll first started talking about it. I wouldn’t be surprised it this whole
supposed disagreement between the two of you was part of the scheme. I want
my money back.”
Dear Lord in Heaven. Sophia poured water from the carafe into the little
cup and gulped it down. Her bowels rebelled immediately. “Why are you calling
me about this? Why aren’t you talking to Anita Skinner? She’s our financial
officer.”
“And you’re supposed to be our director. Don’t you know what’s going on
in your organization, Madame Chairman?” Sheila taunted.
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Sophia set the phone down next to the water jug. Her stomach gripped up
tighter. She needed to go to the bathroom. Right now. Anyway, she didn’t know
what else to say to Sheila. There was another spasm and as it ebbed, she
decided that she needed to be talking to Anita herself.
But first the toilet.

“I never said that it was a guaranteed plan.” Nita cut a corner from her
cheeseburger and forked it into her mouth along with a french fry and bit of
coleslaw.
“No, you didn’t promise anything.” Sophia sipped her ginger ale and
looked away from Nita’s plate. They were sitting in Miriam’s on a weekday
afternoon in the lull between lunch and dinner. Plotting things out the way that
they’d done a thousand times before. Nita had ignored the exotic offerings, the
way that she always did, choosing instead an American standard. Sophia
usually countered with a doro wat, vegetable aleche or some other African dish.
Today she’d only ordered a soft drink. The owner, who was also today’s
server, had looked at her with his soft, panda-bear eyes and nodded. A little later
he’d brought a bowl of soup along with her drink. Sophia didn’t know what was in
the dish and she hadn’t ordered it. But it was mildly seasoned and her stomach
had settled after a few spoonfuls.
“But you usually know your stuff. We all trusted you.” Sophia sounded
whiny to herself and pressed her lips together.
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“I trusted me too.” Nita shrugged. “I still do, really. I think that those
stocks will recover. On the other hand,” she waved her fork through the air. “The
way the market’s been lately, almost anything’s possible.”
Sophia sipped her soup and didn’t say anything. Nita’s response hadn’t
been very reassuring.
“Do you want me to talk to Sheila?” Nita asked, chewing on potatoes and
meat.
That was exactly what Sophia wanted. She wanted Anita’s emotionless
façade standing between her and the group’s perpetual scold. But she thought
about Sheila asking whether or not she knew her own organization. “No, I’ll do
that.” She patted a napkin to her mouth and signaled for the check. “So where
do we stand if the stocks don’t recover?”
“Not in a really good position,” Nita shrugged again and looked out of the
window. “We won’t lose the original investment. But, we need more than that if
we’re going to open on time.” A soft, slightly tragic look came across Nita’s face.
It reminded Sophia of the way that she’d looked last night trying to explain
something that Sophia considered inexplicable. Or maybe self-explanatory. But
Sophia hadn’t thought of the look as tragic then.
Nita turned back to Sophia. “Which we will do, come what may. I will
guarantee that.”
It was Sophia’s turn to shrug now. She signed the receipt that the
restaurant owner had brought to the table and thanked him for suggesting the
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soup. It was very good, she told him. Then she said goodbye to Nita and walked
out of the little eatery.
Nita ate more of the sandwich; her eyes on the window again, watching
Sophia walk away.
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CHAPTER 15

It was two days after the fourth of July. Kwame sat in the backyard, his
aluminum and vinyl kitchen chair anchored between the clothesline pole and his
mother’s tiny brick-lined flower bed. A coolerful of beer sat beside his feet and a
grease-stained paper sack half-filled with barbecued pork skins lay in his lap.
He’d gotten the beer in Clarksburg on the way in from the Independence
Day Jamboree up in Kentucky. He’d let himself get talked into buying four gross
of American flags for that show. He still had almost two hundred of the things
left. He supposed he’d be able to unload most of the rest somewhere on Labor
Day. He hoped so, anyway.
The Jamboree show hadn’t gone well. After he’d embarrassed himself at
Joe Ann’s last time, he’d laid low, not talking much to kin or neighbors before he
left town. He was in trouble with his wife, his son and his family. He hadn’t been
able to put it on the back burner this time, letting the particularities of business
drive everything else from the front of his mind. All the guilt and displeasure had
rode shotgun all the way across the state line and back. Kwame hadn’t been
able to smile and joke the way he usually did, offering clientele the opportunity to
purchase a little bit of his exotic happiness.
He thought about the beer while packing up. The idea of sitting alone
somewhere drinking hard liquor was a little frightening. But beer in his Daddy’s
back yard didn’t sound so bad. He wouldn’t buy it in Lee. He didn’t want to run
the risk of running into a cousin or old teacher in the mini-mart, trying to make

235

conversation while holding a case of Miller’s that he wasn’t going to share with
anybody.
He’d gotten the skins at a run-down barbecue shack that the health
department must have overlooked. There wasn’t anybody to see the greasy bag
and frown.
Over near the river, some one was shooting off leftover fireworks. Kwame
sipped and chewed, watching a scattering of salutes, peonies and roman candles
flaring up and then twinkling down in the eastern sky.
“They get prettier every year, don’t they?”
He hadn’t heard his sister’s car driving up; didn’t know that she’d walked
into the yard until he heard her voice. Here she was standing behind his chair
and holding a pair of foil-covered plates.
“Hey, Sis,” Kwame said, getting up quickly and dropping the bag into an
unlit corner by the house, wishing that there was something that he could do with
the cooler.
“Hey, yourself,” she pulled him into a hug and then handed him the plates.
‘You didn’t show at the house Tuesday, so I thought I’d make a special delivery.”
“Thanks. I had a show up in K Y this week.” Kwame lifted a corner of the
first plate’s foil and peeked at the food. Spaghetti and chicken. The plate
beneath held macaroni, slaw and corn. Kwame smiled, happy for home-cooked
food, happy to see his sister and be forgiven.
“Daniel made some great ribs,” Joe Ann went on. “But I know you’re not
supposed to have pork, so you missed out on that.”
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“This looks great. I’m very happy to get it.” Kwame probably wouldn’t
have eaten his brother-in-law’s cooking anyway. He kicked the bag of skins
further into the darkness and added, “Let me put this down and bring you a
chair.”
He sprinted into the house and returned a few minutes later with another
chair and a can of Pepsi. Joe Ann sat down and accepted the soda. She looked
at the cooler, but didn’t say anything.
Kwame sat in the other chair, happy that she was there, but feeling
awkward. A spate of color parachuted over the trees, giving him something to
say. “I like the stars better myself.”
“Mmhmm,” his sister sipped from her can. “Gerald?”
“Yeah?”
“That food I brought you?”
“Yeah?”
“I made it.”
“All right,” he laughed. “Nobody said that you didn’t.”
“No, but at some point before I left, you were going to tell me that the slaw
was Mama’s recipe and the macaroni was, maybe, Aunt Margaret’s.”
“I was?” Kwame laughed again, trying not to get any more nervous than
he already was. His sister sounded as if she were annoyed with him. But she’d
come to see him, even bringing food. So it must be all right.
“Yes, you always do.” Joe Ann tapped an index finger against the top of
his knee. “You talk as if all of the world’s best things happened yesterday.”
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“I do not.” Kwame turned towards her, trying to see her face through the
night’s veil. “Not exactly anyway. I just don’t think that history should be
forgotten.”
“I’m not saying that it should.” Joe Ann tapped his knee again. “But things
change. We take what the old folks gave us and update it. Tomorrow’s going to
be different from today whether we try to make something happen or just sit and
watch.”
“Yeah, I remember Daniel saying something like that at dinner one night.”
“”Well, he was right.” If she heard the bitterness that accompanied the
mention of her husband, she didn’t let it show. Instead she laughed. “One
reason I married him was because he’d declare that my cooking was better than
my mother’s or his mother’s.”
Kwame loosened up some hearing the smile in his sister’s voice, even
though she was reminding him that she loved one of his enemies.
Feeling him relax, she continued, “Gerald, sometimes it’s nice to see the
fireworks instead of the stars.”
“Are you saying that the fireworks are an improvement over nature?”
“No, I am not. Change isn’t always an improvement. But just because
something’s not better doesn’t mean that it’s awful.”
“I see.”
“For example, I don’t believe that your presence here in Lee, is an
improvement over your life in Stonewall with your wife.” She put an arm around
his shoulders. “But I’m glad to see you.”
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“Okay.” Kwame paused. “It’s good to see you too.” A barrage of light
exploded across the sky. They sat there watching, and it felt to Kwame, akin to
all those summer nights they’d sat together in this same yard, if not in the same
chairs, then in some that had been a lot like these. Sometimes with their
brothers, or maybe their parents. Back in those days, the five years difference in
their ages had meant something and he could fit in Joe Ann’s lap. Those nights
the show had consisted mostly of June bugs and their own imaginations.
Joe Ann was right, though. It was nice to sit here side by side, watching a
man-made show, imported from somewhere in Asia, pinwheeling across the sky.
“Gerald?”
“Yeah?”
“Let me have one of those beers.”
“What makes you think I’ve got beer?” He hedged.
“Man, please. You bought the soda from the refrigerator. What else
would you need this big cooler for?”
“I bought you a Pepsi. I could have Sprite or water in the cooler.”
“Yes, I suppose so. But then, there is the smell.” She let out a scream of
laughter.
Kwame didn’t have an answer to that. He gave his sister a beer and took
one for himself.
After they’d opened them, sipped and gone back to waiting for intermittent
explosions, she asked, “So when will you be leaving us?”
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“Good question. There’re a few shows here and there between now and
Labor Day. I plan to hit as many as I can.” He was thinking of the end of
summer and the beginning of school. His children would need new things for
school. He should try to call Ojo again, see if he knew of anything worthwhile.
“No, I mean for good.” Joe Ann interrupted his thoughts.
“Eh?”
“You know you don’t like living in Lee. Where will you be when the leaves
fall?”
Kwame probed around for some little half-truth, some way to avoid the
question. There wasn’t any. “I don’t know.”
“So,” his sister asked next, “probably not in Stonewall?”
“I don’t know.” Then realizing the whole truth he added, “Probably not.”
“Ah.” Joe Ann clicked her teeth. He thought that she must be realizing
that he’d done something wrong. But no, Joe Ann had probably known from the
beginning that whatever had chased him from his comfortable bed, two exits
over, hadn’t been a difference of opinion, or a simple lessening of desire. She
knew him. This conversation was only confirming what she’d suspected.
“So,” Her voice wasn’t sympathetic or condemning. “Then if things have
changed that much, you need to be thinking of some sort of plan. Direct the
changes instead of just sitting there enduring them.”
“Yeah.” Kwame took a drink of beer.
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“Yes.” Joe Ann agreed. Then she leaned over and kissed his forehead.
Kwame knew that it wasn’t intended as absolution for whatever he’d done. But it
did feel like a form of benediction.

The roses were past their prime. She’d done all she could for them –
water, mulch, that expensive plant food. But they’d gotten a late start and it was
mid-July now. They’d already endured more than had been expected. The
blooms had that wide open, falling apart look and the edges of the flowers were
tattered and brown.
Sophia sat at her window-side desk, looking out at the ragged blossoms.
She thought that she could smell them, even through the glass. It was weird, the
way some flowers gave their strongest, sweetest scent when they were falling
apart. The she decided that “falling apart” wasn’t the correct way to think of the
transition that the roses were making. These plants had watched over the
approach to the little cottage for years, maybe decades, before she came along
to help them. They’d be blooming whenever whatever was next for this space
began to happen.
She looked past the plants and saw Sheila Jackson marching along the
walkway, headed in her direction. Part of her own “next” was about to start now.

241

“You remember that Anita told us that the stocks we were purchasing
weren’t expected to rise for a while.” Sophia was sitting in her office chair looking
across the desk at Sheila.
“Nobody said that they were going to take a dive either.” The other
woman crossed her legs, frowning and looking away.
Sophia noticed that Sheila seemed to be having a hard time looking
straight at her. She wondered if there was a touch of nerves beneath the
belligerent bluster. She hoped so. “I don’t think a four point decline can be
described as a dive. And they’ve already regained half that back.”
“But we don’t know what they’re going to do tomorrow. Or the next day.”
Sheila countered.
“No, we can’t know that.” Sophia kept her voice calm and level. “We have
to make the best decisions we can, based on the information we have.”
“Information that we got from you and your so-called friend,” Sheila said.
“We didn’t have a chance to do any research of our own before we were rushed
into a decision. And now the stock’s worth less than it was.”
“Do you think that Anita Skinner and I are involved in some kind of plot to
cheat you out of your money? Do you think that Anita’s no good at the work that
she does? That we shouldn’t trust her with our money?” One part of Anita
listened in wonder as she spoke up in Nita’s defense. But keeping Home House
solvent, keeping the group focused was of overriding importance at the moment.
“That stock’s only one of the things we’re all concerned about,” she
continued. “We’ve been discussing the Home House project for years. We knew

242

from the beginning that establishing and running an independent center wasn’t
going to be easy. And I’ve known you since we were children, Sheila Jackson.
You’ve been moaning and complaining since we got this property. What’s really
going on? If you’ve got a problem with how Anita’s handling your money, then
you need to explain it to us in a way that makes sense.”
Sheila was looking straight at Sophia now. “She’s not the one that I’m
having problems with.”
“Oh?” Sophia raised her eyebrows, but she wasn’t really surprised. She’d
thought that a lot of Sheila’s criticisms were of her, but had convinced herself that
she was being too sensitive – Sheila was just the grouchy type. “What is it about
me that you disapprove of?” She asked now.
“You are such a baby.” Sheila sneered as she said it. “You haven’t
earned what you’ve got. As far as I’m concerned, you haven’t earned a place on
the board, let alone the leadership.”
“Are you saying that because I funded my share with inherited money I
shouldn’t have the same rights as everyone else?”
“No, I’m not. After all, Ifay won her part of the money down at the casino.
And, by the way, I don’t know if I’d call what Anita Skinner does work. It’s more
like hocus-pocus to me.” Sheila’s smile was thin and dry. “But she’s good at it.
And to be honest, whatever else people say about her, as far as I know they’ve
never called her a crook.”
“So what are you saying about me then?”
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“I’m saying that you’re a pampered little princess.” Sheila shrugged.
“Every since I met you, you’ve had Anita holding your hand and telling you what
to do. Then it was Anita on one side and that man on the other.” Sheila leaned
forward, speaking intently. “Now they’re both gone. When was the last time you
had to stand on your own two feet? You’re right about one thing – we’re just at
the beginning of the problems we’re going to have. I don’t think we need some
motherless child trying to lead us.”
“I’m not a child,” Sophia replied. “You and I are about the same age and I
don’t think that anyone would refer to you as baby-faced.” She paused, catching
control of her anger. It was hard. She’d been mad for months now, and Sheila
made a great target for all of that emotion. “Listen to me. I run my own
business. I make decisions all the time. I advise clients who pay me to help
keep their businesses healthy.”
“That’s not the same thing,” Sheila said. “Building websites is something
that has rules and regulations. And you do have experience with that. This,
we’re inventing as we go along. It’s a lot more pressure, a lot more intense than
any thing that you’ve been doing.
“Everybody knows about the big split between you and Skinner,” she
continued. “By the way, you know what the old folks say –you knew she was a
snake when you picked her up.” Sheila gave another humorless smile. “My
point being, all other things equal, how are you and she going to keep things
operational if the two of you aren’t on speaking terms?”
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“I don’t think there’s any evidence that she or I will let personal matters
interfere with what we need to do.” Sophia answered. She also didn’t feel that
Anita was really a snake. According to her version, Kwame was the one who’d
started things. If that were true, then there was another serpent sliding through
the liriope. All the same, she didn’t speak up in Anita’s defense this time.
“I guess that’s true enough,” Sheila was looking at her shrewdly. “You all
worked together to get our agreement on that stock proposal.” She thought for a
minute. “And ya’ll worked together to keep your husband’s name on the books.”
She smiled again. “Maybe you all are into threesomes.”
That grin of Sheila’s was beginning to look satanic to Sophia. However,
opposing Sheila did help her clarify things inside herself. “I’m not planning to
step down. I don’t know if I’m the best choice for director or not. But I’ve been
involved with this project from the beginning. My friends have put their trust in
me and I’m going to do what I can to justify it.”
The two women sat looking at each other for a few moments. When
Sheila smiled again, it didn’t look as evil as it had before. Evil enough, though.
“Hell, there might be a grown up woman in there after all.”
Sophia didn’t answer. She took a deep breath, capturing the last scent
from the dying roses.

Murfreesboro was cooler than Stonewall or Nashville.
Anita and Jeremy ate a late breakfast in the coffee shop within walking
distance of their hotel. They sat in an alcove near the window, sipping latte,
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forking up mouthfuls of omelet and potatoes while tourists and students strolled,
grinned and pushed bikes on the other side of the glass. In the background, thin,
lazy scraps of left-over fog caressed the mountains. It was a nice getaway for
lovers.
Anita had dabbed the last of her toast in a spot of jelly, looking at her plate
as she made the announcement. “I’m going to need a check from you when you
get back to your office.”
“I beg your pardon?” Jeremy had been relaxed and happy all morning,
easily blending in with the honeymooners and vacationers. He still appeared to
be at ease, but his eyes became more focused and he settled the cup that he’d
been drinking from back on its napkin.
“I’ve decided not to reinvest my dividends this time.” Anita answered.
“What?” The man laughed indulgently. When he spoke it was in the tone
of someone attempting to correct the folly of youth. “Do you know what kind of
opportunity you’d be passing up? “
I’m ready to get out now.” She still got a kick, sort of, from his way of
treating her like somebody who didn’t know any better. But right now, she
needed to do what she needed to do.
“Baby, this thing is hot.” He leaned forward, speaking roguishly. He was in
bad-boy mode now, conspiring with a partner in crime. “Let’s get it while it’s
good.”
He touched her hand then, massaging the spot between her thumb and
forefinger, looking at her the way that he had when they were new to each other.
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Anita was sure that he wasn’t thinking of her as a partner, whatever way he
defined his operation.
“I’m ready to get out now.”
“I see.” A flicker of something unlikable scurried beneath the bedroom
look, though he never stopped smiling. “I can’t stop you if that’s what you really
want to do.” He cupped his other hand around the side of his face and smiled
tolerantly, gently regretful, mingling the look of adult tolerance with that lascivious
veneer that Anita knew he’d thought key in seducing her.
“Everything comes to an end eventually.”

Anita thought about the night

before and moved her hand. “Sometimes sooner that we’d like.”
“Well, you do what you have to do.” He looked away for a few seconds.
When he turned towards her again the new facade was still friendly and relaxed,
but not particularly patient or seductive. The badness scampered around behind
the smile, trapped and not very concerned with her. “Babe? I hate to do this, but
I’ve got to run. I left something on my desk that needs to go out yesterday. You
know how it is.” Again, that look of confederacy.
“Yeah. Our type of business doesn’t keep regular hours.”
“Exactly.” He touched the napkin to his mouth, looking at her, letting the
carnality settle back in. “I hate to go. This has been a very nice weekend.” He
scooted his chair closer to her and kissed her, hungrily as if not caring who saw.
But it wasn’t a place where either of them was known.
He let her go and leaned back, the look both reluctant and hungry. “I’d
better go.” He waited for her to laugh, to let him know that he’d satisfied her
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vanity, that he might be able to return here if he needed to. Anita didn’t crack a
smile. Instead, surprising herself, she picked up his right hand and kissed its
palm.
The gesture didn’t seem to make Jeremy happy or proud. He sat there
looking stunned and then sad. As if she’d just told him something that he needed
to know, but had been trying to avoid. Then he stood and walked away quickly.
Anita sipped her coffee and looked at the unpaid check lying on the table
and then at the vista beyond the edge of the city. The sun was high now and the
cloudy scraps had disappeared. The hilltops stood alone.
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Chapter 16

A few days after her showdown with Sheila, Sophia was sitting on her
patio with Ojo. It was a Sunday morning in mid-July. Sophia had been up early
gathering vegetables, weeding and watering.
The sun hadn’t yet moved into position to roast that part of the yard.
There was still shade and it was comfortable enough. But the whole yard had
that tired midsummer look. The portulaca and petunias were drooping even
though they’d just been watered. The salvia had shed its blossoms, leaving
behind the grey-green foliage and the flowers on the dianthus were dying out (but
they’d be back in the fall). The Rose of Sharon bloomed, not exotic, but holding
its ground, offering what it had to hummingbirds, bees and anyone who cared to
look at it.
Down in the vegetable patch, the squash was gone. Every year Sophia
lost those plants in mid-season and nothing she’d thought of could stop that.
Half of the bell peppers too, though the ones that remained gave a sackful of fruit
every week or so. The tomatoes, okra and cucumber thrived and she’d planted
corn that year to have something different. Some of that was ready to pick.
Sophia sipped her glass of iced tea and looked over at Ojo. Her
husband’s long-time friend touched the rim of his glass to his lower lip and looked
at her. She could tell that he had his own unasked questions. She could
understand that. Things were different than at their last meeting. She was
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different. She was sober this time and they were sitting outside in unenclosed
daylight, under the relaxed, watchful gaze of the old-timers next door.
Ojo, she decided, was probably the same man on the same mission.
She liked this fellow okay. He’d believed in Home House enough to let go
of some of the money that he was so fond of. And he didn’t have a reputation for
misusing people, not even his women.
From the time she’d met Ojo her feelings for him had been influenced by
his effect on her husband. Kwame had always been relaxed and happy around
this man. Just thinking about him had made Kwame smile. She and her
husband had sat on this patio after his road trips as he laughed and marveled at
things that Ojo had said and done. The tales hadn’t always seemed that
marvelous to Sophia. But honorable enough, sort of like a John Henry. He had
the build for it, Sophia smiled to herself.
Now she wondered what excuse he gave himself for sitting here looking
as if he wanted to kiss her again. And, as gorgeous as he was, as lonely and
unhappy as she was, she wondered why she’d let him kiss her the first time.

“The last time I was here, you didn’t give me an answer.” Ojo sat his glass
down and smiled.
He smiled and Sophia felt like a dozy, sun-touched river, suddenly trying
to flow in two directions at the same time. She knew what she needed to say,
what she ultimately would say. But, that smile. Ah.
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“It’s been a while since that conversation,” she heard herself saying,
“You’ve probably asked three other women the same thing by now.”
“No.” The lips uncurved, but they still looked nice to Sophia. Ojo was a
foot or so away, looking straight at her and it seemed to Sophia that the sadness
was real and had reached his eyes. “People might call me a player, but I know I
don’t have a reputation for lying.” He put his hand around hers. “I told you how I
feel about you. I’ve been working and waiting the last few weeks, hoping you
were thinking about what I said.”
“Ojo, I’m married to your friend.” Sophia had her currents all straightened
out now and flowing along decent paths. But she didn’t move her hand.
“Yeah. Kwame and I go way back.”
“How can you sit there trying to do something to hurt him?”
“That’s not the way I see it.” Ojo was shaking his head. “He’s the one
who’s hurt himself. And you too.” He squeezed her hand. “I’ve thought about it
for a while. I know you’re not going to forget about all this just by being with me.
But maybe you can start healing, thinking about something else.” Now he
cradled her hand between the two of his.
“He’s your friend,” Sophia repeated. “This is his home.”
“Is it?” Ojo smiled again. “I don’t see him and he wasn’t here the last time
that I was. You sure he’s not living somewhere else, with somebody else by
now?” He lifted her hand, palm up, but Sophia pulled away before he could kiss
it.
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Both of them opened their mouths to speak just as the back gate swung
open. It was Kwame, of course.
“I suppose she’s smart enough to know who she’s married to.” The words
were directed at Ojo, but Kwame was looking at his wife.
Sophia’s first reaction was guilt. Her body had been having what her
father would have called an impure reaction to Ojo’s nearness, even as she
scolded him about his suggestions. Kwame usually knew when she was ready.
If he sensed it this time, then he knew that he hadn’t been the one causing the
feelings.
Then, months’ worth of anger flared and she stared straight at her
husband, not trying to hide the desire that didn’t have anything to do with him.
A look of rage flew across Kwame’s face. When he spoke to Ojo again,
his voiced cracked and wavered. “What are you doing, Man? I’ve been trying to
get in touch with you since Mississippi. I haven’t seen you at a show. You
haven’t answered my calls. Now I walk into my own yard and here you are. The
last time I saw you, you were telling me not to worry, that she’d come around.”
Ojo sat there, still smiling that wicked smile and probably trying to think of
something to say.
“But I guess she’s the kind of woman you like. I mean, she owns her
home and she’s got a little bit of money.” Kwame’s voice was under control now.
Fierce.
Ojo got to his feet and stood face to face with the other man, the guy that
he’d shared his first beer and first Hustler magazine with. “That’s why you went
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chasing after Skinner, wasn’t it? You’re used to having a woman doing well
enough to support you. I’ve been on the road with you and I know you don’t
make near enough to keep yourself the way you’ve gotten used to. Skinner’s
doing better than your wife, so you tried to advance yourself a little. Only you
couldn’t handle anything like that, so here you come, running back here.”
Thinking about it later, Sophia would realize that at that moment Kwame
had the choice of destroying something or crying. He chose to belt Ojo in the
nose. It wasn’t a first-class punch. Kwame wasn’t used to fighting, and Ojo was
the larger man.
But anger compensated for the lack of skill and Ojo fell backwards,
stumbling over the edge of a flower bed and cracking his head against the side of
the house. He righted himself and swooped back towards Kwame, both fists
ready for action.
They went on like that, slamming into each other, the patio furniture and
the flowers. They were crashing around on top of the sturdy little hibiscus bush,
choking each other, with Sophia standing nearby telling them to stop, when the
shot fired. They did stop then, falling to the ground behind the bush.
Kwame grabbed Sophia on the way down, covering her with his body. No
second shot sounded and after a few minutes he lifted his head, looking around
the side of the bush. Then he stood up and reached down to help Sophia up.
“The Old Guy.”
Yes, Mr. Tate was standing on his porch next door holding the kind of rifle
that her father’s friends used for rabbit hunting. On the porch with Mr. Tate were
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four more of the Old Guys. Two of them were wearing starched, faded jeans and
one was in overalls. Two wore thick-lensed glasses and all of them, including
Mr. Tate, were at least seventy years old. Sophia thought that Mr. Tate’s gun
probably couldn’t do much harm to anything larger than a rabbit and more than
three feet away. But it had done its work here. The physical battle had ended.
Sophia patted the legs of her sweat pants, knocking away bits of mulch and dead
leaves. Then she smiled her thanks at Mr. Tate. He nodded at her, picked up
the brown paper bag holding his can and sipped.

Sophia went into the house. Kwame and Ojo stared at each other for
awhile longer. Neither of them took the staring as a challenge. The old man and
his crew were still on the porch next door. It wasn’t just that the homeowner was
holding a gun that he’d already fired once. The men on that porch were the
elders. Their silent gaze asked questions. Boy, what do you think you’re doing?
Don’t you know how to act around a lady? How to act in somebody’s home?
Your own home? Weren’t you raised any better? Questions Kwame’s daddy
would’ve asked. Maybe while beating young Gerald with a broken-off broom
handle. Old Tate’s eyes were more dangerous than the shotgun. And, anyway,
Kwame’d gotten enough beatings lately.
Ojo drove off after a while. Kwame picked up a knocked-over wicker chair
and sat in it, not letting the old men run him off, but not yet ready to go inside.
A few minutes later his breathing was normal and his head wasn’t hurting
anymore. He noticed that one of the cups that his wife and Ojo had been using
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was on the ground just beyond the edge of the patio. The cup was clear plastic
with red and blue stripes and a stenciled picture of the sun. Once, while they
were still dating, he’d taken Sophia with him on a trip down to Galveston. They’d
seen the cups at a Mexican vendor’s stall and Sophia had liked them.
Headed back to Tennessee she’d laughed at what she’d called her own
foolishness, saying that the cups looked nice, but that they’d probably been mass
produced in China or Korea. Inside, Kwame’d already known that. Aloud he’d
agreed that they were pretty, adding that the cups would always remind him of
their first trip together to see the ocean. Sophia had smiled at him and said yes.
Now Kwame kissed the cup and straightened the patio as best he could.
Some of the plants had broken stems. There was nothing he could do about
that. One of the wicker chairs had cracked webbing, but he thought maybe there
was a way he could reweave that. If he got the chance.
After he’d done all that he could outside, he made himself enter the house.

“This isn’t about you and Anita. It’s about you and me. Or, I guess, it’s
about you, and it’s about me.”
He’d had to hunt for Sophia. He’d expected her to be in the front room
where she usually was when he came home. She wasn’t there and she wasn’t in
the kitchen where she sat sometimes and worked. Kwame had felt a thrill
opening the bedroom door, but she hadn’t been in there either.
She was in her mother’s dressing room, seated at the desk containing the
dusting powders and colognes that hadn’t been used in over a decade. The
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table’s delicate chair was the only seat in the room. Kwame leaned against the
door’s frame, looking at his wife and feeling, hoping, that he was home. She
turned to look at him when he came to the door. But she didn’t smile and
Kwame’s hope shrank some.
“Maybe, it’s about you and Ojo,” Sophia didn’t look ashamed or angry at
his accusation. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
“Why did you then?”
“I don’t know.” She kept looking at him, waiting for an answer. “I guess I
want some of it to be somebody else’s fault.”
“Mmph.” She did look away now. “You never even liked Anita. You didn’t
want her to come to the house that day. You never want her here.”
“She’s okay.” Kwame licked his lips.
“Now, she’s okay?” Sophia’s voice was a just a bit louder and she didn’t
sound as calm as she had. “You couldn’t stand her since the day we met. Now
you’ve gotten what you wanted from her and she’s okay. Now you don’t mind
having her around.”
“She was always around.” Kwame took up the calm façade that Sophia
was beginning to lose. “I hadn’t seen you in more than a week. She was here
when I got her and you invited her back the next day. It made me feel like being
with me wasn’t very important to you.”
“Humph.” Sophia slumped back in her chair. “You found a way to blame
it on somebody else after all.”
“No. I did what I did and I’m taking responsibility for it.”
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“But I drove you to it. If Anita hadn’t been my friend, if I hadn’t been
working on this project with her, you wouldn’t have slept with her.” Sophia’s voice
had gone quiet and steely again.
“No, I’m not saying that either.” One of Kwame’s feet began to jiggle.
“What are you saying?”
“Hell, I don’t know.” Kwame paused and took a deep breath. “I wish all
this had never happened. I know that much. I hope that you’ll find a way to
forgive me.”
Sophia stared at him for a few seconds, obviously thinking about
something. After a while she said, “Forgive you. I don’t know exactly what I’d be
forgiving you for. What happened? I know that Nita has the buffet approach to
love. I suppose she wanted a taste of you and you couldn’t refuse.”
A series of conflicting responses chased each other across Kwame’s
face. Finally he said, “It doesn’t matter, does it? I’m married to you. I love you.
Whatever the circumstances I did something I shouldn’t have. I have to take
responsibility for that.”
“I see.” Sophia turned back to the table and touched the bottles and
boxes there. There was still something on her mind that Kwame couldn’t see.
When she looked at him again, it was with tenderness. But Kwame couldn’t
interpret it as a look telling him that things might be all right after all. “I can’t
think about this right now. Between business and the center I’ve go a lot on my
plate.”
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“I see,” Kwame said, though he didn’t really. This was their marriage. But
a few minutes ago, he’d all but given up hope. This wasn’t much, but it was
something.
“Listen,” Sophia continued, “don’t disappear like that. Let some one know
where you are.” Again, a gentle look that didn’t tell him where he was in her life.
“I can do that.” Kwame searched her face, still not finding comfort. But it
was something he told himself. Something.
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CHAPTER 17
The old house was looking much better. All of the windows had
been washed. That was a big improvement. There were new curtains made of
Nigerian wax fabric with voile lace used for sheers. The stone urns by the front
porch were filled with flowers and the lions had been whitewashed. It looked like
a place where folks could be safe and happy. A home.
“My brother, my brother.” Seven thirty in the morning and Mani was
already there looking like he couldn’t wait to get started. As Kwame climbed out
of the van, the contractor move towards him, one hand outstretched, the
perpetual grin on his face.
“Hey, Man. Good to see you.” Kwame reached for the outstretched hand
and was pulled into a hug. Mani’s other hand delivered a friendly thump to
Kwame’s shoulder. Those hands were used to hard work, and Kwame’s
shoulder felt like it was going to be out of commission for a while.
“Yeah, it’s been a minute.” Mani pulled away and looked at the other man
carefully. Kwame looked away. “Anyway, it’s good to see you now. Thanks for
offering to help around the place. I appreciate that.”
“My pleasure, Brother. I can see you’ve already been pretty busy.” What
Kwame couldn’t see was the rest of the work crew. He’d counted on being able
to blend in with the others, to just be one of the gang. Right now it looked liked
it’d just be him and Mani.
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“Still got a lot to do,” Mani was saying. “And needing all the help I can
get.” The big man’s pleasant demeanor slipped for a moment. But he recovered
quickly and gave Kwame another knee-buckling whack on the shoulder.
Kwame grinned and nodded, trying to hide the pain. “Just show me what
to do and I’m on it.”
“Good, good. I think we’re going to work on this walkway. Don’t want
some youngun running along here and falling.”
Kwame looked at the broken up concrete leading to the front porch. “I
tripped over this the last time I was here.”
“Mmmph.” Mani snorted and Kwame looked at him quickly, wondering
what all the other fellow knew. Probably enough.
“Yeah, don’t want anybody getting hurt.” Kwame regretted the words as
soon as they came out of his mouth. But Mani didn’t make any sort of response
this time. After a short pause, he simply said that they needed to get the things
out of his truck.
The cement came in fifty pound bags and there were ten of them. It was
still early in the morning, but it was the end of July. By the time the sacks and
equipment were all on the lawn, sweat was dripping into Kwame’s ears and eyes
and his back was aching in rhythm with his shoulder.
Repairing the sidewalk wasn’t a difficult as Kwame had thought that it
would be. But, as Mani said, it was difficult enough. The two men knelt over the
sidewalk, chipping away the bad bits, brushing away the rubble and watering and
repaving the breaks.
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Not as hard as he’d thought, but hard enough. The work settled into a
rhythm and Kwame began to be glad that he was there, glad that it was just the
two of them. Mani kept whatever he knew about or thought about Kwame’s
personal business inside. If Sophia or one of her friends came up now, they’d
just see Kwame there sweating along side Mani, two hard-working men, focused
on doing their part to make this project work.
That was his reason for being there, to impress his wife. His sister had
convinced him that it was time to go home and he was trying to make that
possible. Up until a few days back he’d never consciously thought that going
home would be impossible.
Ten years, and he’d never known what it was about him that Sophia loved.
But he’d known that the love was there. Because what else was there to keep
the marriage together? During the whole time of running away and hiding, he’d
been worried, panicked over his wife’s probable reaction to what he’d done. But
more than anything else, he’d been ashamed of his own actions.
He’d had plenty of time to think this summer. Wide awake and alone in
some bumpkin fleabag. During a stormy or scorching midday sales drought.
Cutting the grass at his folks’ place. He’d be spread out, maybe, on some
unyielding mattress. He’d start by thinking of the ten years he’d avoided the
temptation that was Anita Skinner. Then damn if he hadn’t just walked into
trouble with his arms wide open and a smile on his face. He’d roll over listening
to the air conditioner coughing out luke warm air and he’d wonder how the hell he
could have done something like that. How he could have stomped on the sweet
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part of his life. It’d been hard to face up to, doing something like that to some
one who loved him.
But he’d never doubted her love.
But, the thing was, Ojo was more like the kind of man who ought to be
with Sophia. The guy knew about a lot of different things. He could discuss the
situation in Afghanistan. He could subject a rap star’s misbehavior to a Malcolmlike critique. A man like Ojo would understand when Sophia wanted to talk about
the stuff in her garden or on her computer screen. Add to all that the fact that
compared to Kwame, Ojo was rich. Not that Kwame would trade his babies for
all the oil in Kuwait, but they did drain his pockets.
He knelt beside Mani now, smoothing over the wet cement and wondering
if Sophia had ever dreamed of life with a man who made more than she did.
Somebody who could take her out or on a vacation without it being such a big
deal.
It wasn’t that Kwame was worried that he might lose his wife to Ojo. But
that was the other thing in his marriage that he’d always had trouble facing up to.
Sophia should have chosen somebody more like Ojo than himself. He’d always
known that. Maybe now Sophia was realizing it too.

“Hey, my brother, it’s good to see you.” A hand touched Kwame’s back.

It was

Obasi, the drummer.
Kwame smiled at the man, sliding his eyes from side to side wondering
who else was there. Obasi was a polygamist, believing that men were the
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natural rulers in families and communities. Kwame didn’t consciously agree with
this philosophy. But a lot of people believed things that Kwame didn’t. Sophia,
however, took Obasi’s attitude towards women personally. Obasi was a good
guy, but Kwame didn’t need Sophia walking up to him in conversation with
somebody she considered a misogynist.
But the only other person there, besides Mani, was Obasi’s primary wife,
Ifay. Kwame smiled at her, hoping that she would approve of his involvement
with the building’s renovation and maybe suggest forgiveness to Sophia. Ifay
didn’t return the smile. The look she gave Kwame was rock-hard and as cold,
Kwame thought, as Santa’s bedroom.
He turned back to his work. “Good to see you to, ‘Basi. Ifay.”
It was quiet for a few seconds. Then Obasi said, “Well, we hope we’ll be
seeing you around here now, don’t we, Babe?”
There was another pause. “I need to go check on something.” Kwame
watched Ifay’s powerful dancer’s legs disappearing towards the back door.
“I need to be moving on myself. But you stay around here, okay Man?
And stay in contact.” The drummer touched Kwame on the shoulder again and
moved off.
There’d been a hint of anger in Obasi’s voice as he left. Kwame hoped
that division over his personal misbehavior wasn’t causing discord in that
marriage.
On the other hand, if Obasi and Ifay had a terrible argument and
separated, that might make Sophia happy. Maybe Kwame could claim credit for
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doing his part to disrupt the spread of misogyny. Kwame laughed a little at the
thought.
“Something funny?” Mani had stayed quiet all through the conversation
with Obasi.
“Ah,” Kwame didn’t want to admit to his real thoughts. Because he’d been
thinking about his wife he ad-libbed, “I was just thinking that this sidewalk is
going to look nice once we get it finished. Maybe one of the sisters will plant
some sort of flowers alongside it. That’d be pretty.”
“You think so?” Mani’s trowel kept moving as he turned to look at Kwame
and then back down at his work. “Those flowers up there in the vases look nice,
but I don’t know how well they’d work out here in the yard. We’re going to have
some rambunctious little ones running around. We need to be thinking about
what’s going to work best instead of what’s going to look best.”
Kwame thought that maybe Mani was trying to tell him something. He
worked on for awhile without saying anything. A little angry, a little hurt, what he
wanted most was to find a way to see if the contractor knew something that
Kwame didn’t.
Mani spoke again before Kwame could figure out an approach. “So
how’re your kids doing? You seen them lately?”
Again, Kwame thought that Mani might be trying to tell him something. He
looked over at his co-worker, but the other man was focused on his hands.
Kwame worked on for a beat or two, finally deciding it wasn’t as if Mani was
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some kind of trouble-starter. It was probably an innocent question. “I saw them
once this summer. I’ve been kind of busy.”
“Busy. Yeah, I know how that is.”
This time Kwame was pretty sure that Mani was trying to say something.
But the hot little knot in his chest dissolved suddenly, and he was just as certain
that whatever the guy was hinting at wasn’t being offered with mean intentions.
“Azikwe cut his hair.” Kwame didn’t know why that came out. He tried to
sound off-hand, but he choked a little when he said it. It seemed as every awful
minute of the last few months was bound up in that one sentence.
“Really?” Mani surprised him by laughing. “Ah, Man. That’s not the end
of the world. Kids don’t like being different.”
“Yeah, I guess so. He just surprised me is all.” That wasn’t all, but
Kwame didn’t say the rest of it. He thought about how angry Azikwe had been;
about how the last time he’d seen his son, the boy had been running into the
storm, hell bent on getting away from his old man.
“Yeah, you do have to try to keep in touch with them. They’ll change on
you real quick.” There was still a bit of humor in Mani’s voice, but that other thing
was back too. Almost as if Mani was waiting for Kwame to say, yeah that’s true
and say some more about Azikwe’s emerging adolescence.
Kwame worked on. Sophia had been a part of his life every since the
Azikwe was in preschool. The kid’s anger had been an understandable reaction.
On the other hand, the Azikwe who’d sat with him in the van and in the ice
cream shop didn’t seem like the same one who’d grin and run to his Daddy for a
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hug whenever Kwame managed to make it down to Memphis. It wasn’t just this
thing with Anita causing the change. Kwame thought about his son, ticked as
hell, and fragile as a moth, power-housing his way around the court with those
thugs. He thought about what that little snot Diallo had said at the show down in
Mississippi.
Damn.
Kwame kept spreading and tapping, spreading and tapping, trying to get
the cement even and smooth over the broken places. Mani worked across from
him, his silence and all-around attitude letting Kwame know that he was
available.
Kwame knew that Mani was one of the good ones and appreciated
whatever the fellow was trying to do for him. But he didn’t want to talk to Mani
about this. He needed Sophia with him, helping him to get things back together.
And he was beginning to get the notion that that might not happen.

Three days later Mani and Kwame was back at Home House checking on
their work – making sure that it was drying evenly and all that. Mani hadn’t really
needed help with this. But Kwame thought he might as well see things all the
way through. He didn’t have any shows to work until the state fairs and
homecomings started up after Labor Day.
Sophia hadn’t made any effort to get in touch with him yet. He had a
better chance of running into her here than anywhere else. The fact that it had
been almost two weeks since he’d been home and Sophia hadn’t called him yet
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made Kwame nervous. He also got jittery wondering what he’d say when he did
see her. A little time working with Mani was good for his nerves. It beat the crap
out of hanging out in his hotel room, watching television all day.
“Well, look what the cat drug in.”
“Hello, Sheila.” Kwame was on his knees, bent forward examining a
crack. It occurred to him that he was in a pretty vulnerable position, with his
backside waving in the air like that.
“Hello, yourself. We haven’t seen you in these parts for a while.”
“I’ve been busy.”
“Busy? So I’ve heard.” Sheila gave a nasty little laugh. “You thinking
about coming and getting a little busy around here?”
Kwame stood up. He felt more protected talking to Sheila face to face.
His butt was pretty well protected this way.
You thinking about getting a little busy around here? Ten years ago he’d
looked at Sheila first. Ojo’d obviously been trying to start something with the
ringleader, the one with the scar on her face. This one, he remembered, had
been racy and uninhibited. He didn’t usually like fast women, but uninhibited had
seemed like what he needed at the time. She’d made some kind of joke and
laughed and the laugh had seemed like the doorway to good times. Right now
the laugh was working his already frazzled nerves.
Back at that first meeting, the third woman, the quiet one had spoken up
before he could think of something to say to the sassy one. She wasn’t as bold
as either of her friends. In fact, it had been her quietness, the way it seemed as
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if the really interesting stuff was below the surface, which had made Kwame
decide there and then to go exploring.
It was a good choice and he’d always been happy with it. For a lot of
reasons. Now he thought of one more. This one was strong and good and
intelligent, but she wasn’t nice.

Aloud he said, “Yeah, I’ve been on the road a

lot lately. But I decided that it was time to come do my part.”
“Your part?”
“Yeah.” Kwame ignored the sneer in her voice, continuing on in his
normal tone. “I know I’m late. I promised to help with this sidewalk back in the
spring. But I’m here now. And I’m willing to help with whatever other projects
brother Mani might need me on.”
“Some of us have been working on getting this place patched up and
going every since we first got keys,” Sheila taunted.
“Like I said, I know I’m getting a late start.” “
“Yes. You are getting a late start,” Sheila continued. “A long time before
we got the keys, there were a lot of us trying to figure out where we’d settle and
how to buy it. I’ve done a lot more than just hanging around with some a
hammer and some nails.”
“Well, basically that’s all I’m doing,” Mani spoke up now, “just banging
around with some tools.”
“Yeah, well, you’re literally keeping a roof over our heads. We all agreed
to that,” Sheila said.
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“Yes, well, we all came to an agreement about the brother here too,” Mani
replied.
“You all came to an agreement,” Sheila said.
“Who all came to an agreement about what?” Anita Skinner’s voice
sounded behind Kwame. Then not loud, but pushing pass the smell of his own
dirt and sweat, came the scent of that perfume. A week ago, a minute ago,
Kwame would have vowed, that he never wanted to have anything to do with this
woman again. Memory and the scent were putting a lie to that claim.
“Good afternoon, Miss Nita,” Mani spoke up before anybody else could. “ I
was reminding Sheila that we’d voted to let Brother Kwame here decide his level
of participation at Home House.”
“Oh, yes.” She was standing beside him now. Right beside him.
Kwame couldn’t face her. He was still facing Sheila, who was looking
back and forth between him and Nita, a look of malicious eagerness on her face.
Kwame also noticed that though Mani was talking to Nita, the fixit man’s
eyes were on Kwame, not laughing or jeering, but just being there.
“Yeah, we did,” Nita’s voice sounded easy with just a bit of a question in it.
“Well he thinks he can pay his way doing odd jobs.” Sheila’s voice hadn’t
gotten any friendlier.
“The same way that I do,” Mani added.
“Oh.” Nita was still relaxed. “Well, I’m glad you’re getting this sidewalk
done. We’ll have kids running all over the place soon. We don’t want them
tripping on cracked asphalt.”
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“Exactly,” Mani said.
“Just make sure you get up all the hunks of broken concrete,” Nita added.
“We don’t want those kids picking up chunks of asphalt to attack each other
with.” She put a hand on Kwame’s shoulder and laughed.
“Exactly,” Mani repeated, laughing too.
“We are supposed to be doing them some good.” Nita turned towards
Kwame, one hand on his shoulder. “There’s still a lot more that needs doing
around here.”
Anita’s eyes and the hand on Kwame’s shoulder seemed to be saying the
same thing as Mani’s eyes. There wasn’t any spice there, no invitation. Just an
effort of solidarity in response to Sheila’s meanness. He took a deep breath and
relaxed for the most part. His response to the scent and the memories didn’t
change.
“Yeah,” It was possible to talk now. “I’m not the expert that Mani is. But if
he can show me what to do, I can try to do it.”
“Oh the brother here’s a good hard worker,” Mani said. “You don’t see his
kind every day.”
“Well good, then. Good.” Anita gave Kwame another pat on the shoulder
and looked at Sheila. “Shall we go inside?”
Sheila was staring off, looking disappointed. Then she began to smile the
way she did, when the disappointment was about to settle on some one else.
“Hold on a minute. Let’s wait for Sister Sophia.”
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She was smiling. That was the first thing Kwame noticed, watching his
wife get out of the car. As Sophia turned towards Home House, she was
beaming. It wasn’t exactly the same smile that greeted Kwame after long road
trips. But it was pretty close. Close enough, in fact to his personal welcome, that
for a minute or two Kwame was a very happy man. Then the look shifted. The
smile didn’t go away, but anybody who knew Sophia, could see that she wasn’t
as happy as she’d been a moment before.
“Hello, everyone.” She walked towards the group on the lawn, waving.
Kwame was a little confused by Sophia’s deportment. She sounded more as if
she were walking into a meeting with clients rather than coming up on old friends.
“Greetings, Queen,” Mani surprised him too. He might have been flirting
with Sophia, but his voice was a little too serious for that. Then Kwame
remembered that Sophia was acting as director of Home House. She was
supposed to be the leader of this group.
She reached Mani first, laughing a little as she hugged him. “Greetings to
you, Brother Mani.”
She moved to Kwame, still looking at Mani, still talking to him too. “I see
we’ve got the sidewalk repaired.” She was hugging Kwame now. For an instant
her arm was wrapped around him, the same as a million times before. Her face
pressed against his shoulder and a couple of locks bounced loose from the pack,
dancing close to his lips.
Then she moved on to hug Sheila and finally Anita, still saying something
about how glad she was that the sidewalk was fixed.
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“Yeah. Brother Kwame here was a big help with this.” Mani touched
Kwame’s shoulder as he said his name, and the vendor could feel the earth
under his feet again.
Sophia had to look at him then. Sheila turned towards him, watching, that
evil smile on her face.
“Yes, Sister Burgess and I were just saying what good workers both of
these brothers are. We’re lucky to have them.” Anita spoke up now. “Did you
think any more about security codes for the computers?” This last was directed
to Sophia.
“Yes.” The center’s director looked as if she was just coming back to
reality herself. “I think I’ve got a way to keep our files safe.”
“You think you can keep other people’s files safe from us? A lot of these
kids know can install spyware better than they can spell.”
“That’s so true,” Sophia said, smiling, “but I think we’ve got something for
that.” The two women laughed sounding, to Kwame, they same way they always
did when they were planning something out.
Sophia stopped suddenly, looking as if she’d just remembered something
bad.
Anita turned to Sheila then. “Okay, Sophia’s here. You ready to go inside
now?”
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Miriam’s was fairly empty. It was a week night and university students
were still out on summer break. There were couples here and there, cozied up
alone in booths. Some guys, eating the burgers and pizzas the place had been
offering lately, and watching arena football on the flat screen. Ezra, the owner’s
brother was sitting in his usual spot. He smiled as Kwame walked in, and raised
his eyebrows in invitation. Kwame nodded at the cabbie, but continued across
the room. He stopped at a table near the television. The screen couldn’t be
seen from that section. There wasn’t anyone else sitting there.
The owner was smiling too when he came to take Kwame’s order.
“What do you think of the Titans’ chances this year?”
“I don’t know.” Kwame shrugged, “just bring me a pitcher of draft, okay?”
“What,” the owner laughed, “you don’t want any of my chicken this
evening?”
“No.”
“No doro wat?”
“No.”
“A little injera with vegetables maybe?”
“No, just the beer tonight, Man.” Kwame was getting a little irritated.
The owner’s smile was tight and not as happy as he walked away.
When he came back with the beer, he also bought some dabo halo and a
basket of peanuts.
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Kwame ate a few of the fried snacks as he stared out of the window. He’d
got the chance to see his wife and show her that he’d work to make the Home
House project work. It didn’t seem as if it’d done him much good.
He began to drink the beer.
He didn’t know what he’d expected exactly. But he did know that he’d
wanted more than he got. Maybe a little more enthusiasm about the effort he’d
put into improving that piece of property. He’d put his free time into working on
something for her. She could have appreciated it more. But, no. Her gladness
had been for the building itself. When she saw him standing there, enduring his
two least favorite women for her sake, the happiness had gone away. It came
back again during the conversation with Anita. Seems his wife had forgiven that
good-time girl sooner than she’d forgiven her husband. They’d stood there
smiling and having a real conversation and he hadn’t been part of the moment.
Kwame finished the beer and motioned to the Ethiopian guy. The man
came over and handed Kwame a bill.
“I’d like another pitcher.”
The owner simply nodded at the bill that was laying on the table now.
Kwame wondered what this was about. He didn’t usually pay until he was
finished and ready to go. But he fumbled around in his pocket, pulling out
clumps of bills, spilling change on the table and floor. Finally he got the man
paid. A bit later he received the second pitcher of beer.
That foul-mouthed Sheila Burgess had said what was on everybody’s
mind. Money. Sophia and those other three were in a club that Kwame couldn’t
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afford. If the babies in Stonewall were going to be rescued, it wouldn’t be by
some uneducated, roughneck road-hog like Kwame Achebe. He didn’t have any
money to put towards buying the property. He didn’t have a skill or art to share
with the children once the place was open.
He’d tried. Sophia had been different from any of the women in Kwame’s
past. Gentler, easier to be with. She’d been better for him than even the babies’
mama. But the first time he’d seen her, she’d been looking at that high-end stuff
of Ojo’s. He’d been surprised when she’d blocked Sheila’s action and made her
own moves on him. Surprised and thrilled. He’d done the best he could to hold
her interest.
He’d tried. But he knew from the first that he couldn’t afford her.
He drained the second pitcher and signaled for a third. A few minute later
Ezra, the cabbie, brought it to the table. Kwame reached for his pocket, but Ezra
shook his head.
“You don’t pay me, Brother. We are friends.”
“Yeah?” Kwame looked at him suspiciously. Ojo had called himself a
friend. A good friend. Kwame poured himself more beer, thinking about the last
time he’d seen Ojo.
Ezra sat in the chair across from him. “Yes. When you are finished, I will
drive you home.”
“I’ve got my van outside.”
Ezra smiled. “You look like you’ve got enough problems without the
Stonewall police asking why you drive so strangely tonight.”

275

“You saying I’m drunk?” Kwame tried to look indignant.
Ezra kept smiling, but didn’t answer.
“Hell with it.” Kwame shrugged. His stock was in the shed back at his
folks’ place and there wasn’t any money in the vault under the seat. Anybody
breaking into that van wouldn’t get anything but disappointed.
He opened his mouth to ask Ezra were he intended to take him. Then he
decided not to ask. Instead he finished what was in his glass and pushed away
from the table. “Let’s go.”
The cab pulled into the driveway about nine thirty. Only the light in the
kitchen was on. Even from the back seat he could feel the same little clenching
up he got every time he came back to find the house unlit except for that one
spot. Sophia was working on something. Usually it was a web page for a client.
This time, he thought that she might be putting something together for that
community-center-in-progress.
When she was working, she didn’t always stop when Kwame got in. He
thought back to the last time he’d walked into the kitchen to find her in front of the
computer. She hadn’t stopped then and she’d made promises that never got
fulfilled. If she was doing something for that so-called Home House, then she
definitely wouldn’t be happy to see him now.
“Here we are, Man.”
“Yeah.” Kwame shook his head trying to get back into the moment and
wondering if Ezra’s cab always smelled liked spilled beer. An inner voice
sounding like Joe Ann suggested that the smell was probably coming from him.
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If that was true, the sisterly prompt continued, Sophia wouldn’t want to see him
right then no matter what she was doing.
“It’s okay?” Ezra asked from the front seat.
“Yeah, everything’s fine.” Then, because Joe Ann’s presence had always
been strong in his life, and because the cabbie seemed to be waiting for
something, he added, “Thank you.”
A minute or two later, Ezra turned around and stared at Kwame. That was
when he remembered to get out of the cab.
By the time he made it to the door, Sophia was there on the other side.
That settled one issue that Kwame had been debating during the short walk
forward. He’d wondered whether to ring the bell or use his key.
Ezra had waited until the door was open before leaving. Now the portion
of yard not illuminated by the security lights showed in the departing headlights.
Kwame hoped that Sophia was focused on him more so than the flower beds.
He’d mis-stepped a couple of times, smashing the finely turned soil beneath his
work shoes, feeling delicate stems snap beneath the soles.
“What are you doing here?” She was irritated. He didn’t know if it was
because she was being interrupted or because he was the one interrupting her.
She seemed to think things over for what seemed to Kwame a pretty long time.
Then she clicked her teeth and unlocked the door.

It occurred to Sophia that this was something else that was new to both of
them. Neither of them usually drank often or very much. From what she knew of
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her late in-laws, they weren’t as sanctified as her own parents. But they’d kept a
quiet home. So neither she nor Kwame knew how to act, what was expected,
when the husband came home drunk.
“What are you doing here?” She asked again.
Kwame was slumped down on the couch now, looking something like a
grizzled owl, with his eyes wide and staring from a tangle of beard and hair.
Some wifely reflex wanted to smile at his foolishness, file this image away to
tease him with once she got over being mad.
“Shouldn’t I be here?” He asked.
“Kwae…”
“No, don’t Kwae me. If I don’t belong here, you need to let me know now.”
The slim promise of laughter, of something a little good coming out of this,
slid away. She didn’t think that anything resembling it would be coming back
anytime soon.
“You’re talking as if you have cause to be angry with me. You were the
one who walked out of this house three months ago without coming back.”
“True.” Kwame tried to push himself up into a more dignified sitting
position. “But I didn’t leave here alone. I didn’t go through that door all by
myself.”
Sophia had been standing over him, arms akimbo, a fist resting on each
hip. Now she sat in a chair so that she was eye-level with him. “You didn’t leave
by yourself, but you left under your own power. I suppose that whatever
happened, you did voluntarily. You weren’t…” She’d started to say “raped”, but
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couldn’t get the word out. “A couple of weeks ago you stood in this house, acting
noble and taking responsibility for you actions. Are you changing your position
now?”
“No, that’s not it.” Kwame looked back at her.
“What is it then?”
“I left here with your so-called best friend.”
“And?”
“And when I came back trying to make things right, I didn’t get a yes or no.
But I see the two of you together today, laughing like old times. Like there’s
nothing wrong between the two of you.” Kwame had been leaning forward
intently, while he talked, jabbing an index finger against a knee. He finished
speaking and slouched back down, as if he’d put everything in him into getting
his point across.
“Oh.” Sophia waved one hand, brushing away the weight of his complaint.
“That was work.”
“Work.” Kwame leaned forward again, prepared to detail another major
point. “It was about that damned kiddy center you’re planning to open.”
“Home House.” Sophia looked at him, puzzled. “It’s the same project
that’s been in the works since about the time that you and I met.”
“Exactly,” Kwame nodded as if playing his trump card. “You already had
two major interests in your life when I got hold of you – Anita Skinner and Home
House. Those two have gone up in your world, while I’ve gone down.”
“Are you saying that to get my pity?”
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“No, I’m saying it because it’s true.” Now Kwame looked away from her
and Sophia did feel something like sympathy. She wanted to touch his arm, the
way that she did when he was hurting; remind him that whatever it was, she was
there with him. She held herself still, thinking of how he’d just defined their
relationship, when I got hold of you.
“I’ve put a lot of effort into making Home House work. Anita Skinner is an
important part of the project.” Sophia tried to keep her voice calm. “Right now,
I’m dealing with whatever it takes to get the center functional.”
“Have you thought about what it would take to keep your marriage
functional?”
“You must be out of your mind,” Whatever kindness and calm Sophia had
been feeling evaporated. “You disappear with another woman – my good friend
– and come back talking about what I need to do to make things right. You
haven’t given me any explanation about what happened, but you’re suggesting
that I give up an important part of my life to make amends for it.”
“I thought I was an important part of your life,” Kwame muttered.
“Ah!” Sophia got up and went to her cell phone on the next table.
“Who are you calling?” Kwame asked.
“I’m getting you a ride,” Sophia answered. “I didn’t see you van out front,
so I assume that you’re not driving.”
“You’re putting me out.”
“You’re not about to spend the night in my house.” Sophia had the phone
to her ear now.
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“Ah, it’s your house now,” Kwame looked absolutely forlorn.
“I don’t see how you could be thinking of it any other way.” Sophia’s
thumb hesitated, posed over the next number in the sequence. “This house is
part of my inheritance. The same tiny little inheritance that you have been
constantly throwing in my face, reminding me that its mine and not yours.” She
punched in the last few numbers and held the phone to her ear, listening to the
ringing.
“I never could afford to live here anyway.” Kwame mumbled.
Sophia listened to the ringing phone thinking that this, unhappily, was
something that they were both familiar with, something they’d both experienced
before – the creaks and groans of a marriage falling apart.

Mani was watching a movie on cable when the phone rang. He answered
and listened to Sophia trying to keep calm. He asked a few questions, made a
few soothing noises, all the time walking through the house looking for clean,
matching socks and fairly fresh jeans. He hung up and folded his Big Mac back
down into its paper and pulled on a decent tee.
He’d seen this one coming all summer. Everyone had. He picked up his
keys and stood still for a moment, not really ready to move forward and become
anymore involved in this mess that he already was. However, Sophia Ransome
Achebe was one beautiful sweet woman and there wasn’t much that he would
deny her. And Kwame was basically a good brother – just a little messed up
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right now. Pretty well wrecked, actually, and acting like he wanted to take as
many and as much down with him as he could.
Mani patted the keychain against his leg and hummed a little. How did
this group think they had what it took to help kids keep themselves straight?

It was after eleven when he got to Sophia’s. Mani had found something
else to be uncomfortable about. He was sort of old school. The way he was
raised, ladies didn’t receive company this late at night. He knew that people
didn’t think that way any more. Women objected sometimes to being referred to
as ladies. But still… He reminded himself that he was responding to a damsel in
distress and moved forward.
He heard a noise off to his left as he got out of the car. He looked in that
direction. The Old Guy Next Door was sitting on his porch in the dark. Mani
swore under his breath, still thinking about Sophia’s reputation as he waved to
the neighbor. The old man pointed to the back yard. Mani raised his eyebrows
and walked in that direction.
Sophia was sitting in a lounger out on the patio. She stood up when she
saw Mani. “Hello. I’m sorry to get you out in the middle of the night like this.
Thank you for coming.”
“Your wish will forever be my command, Queen.” Mani hugged her.
Then, because she looked so beautiful and so unhappy, he kissed her cheek.
Old Man Gray would just have to live with it.
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Sophia didn’t respond to his kiss and they walked into the house in
silence. Kwame was laid out on the sofa, snoring. Mani wondered if the vendor
had found whatever he’d done or caused to happen to terrible for conscious
contemplation, unintentionally opting to deal with everything later.
“Yo, Kwame. Yo, Man. Time to get up.” Mani shook Kwame’s shoulder,
gently at first, and then more roughly. Kwame eventually came to gawking
awareness, as if he’d never seen this place or these people before in his life.
“Come on, Bro. Time to get out of here.” Mani was the only one talking.
Eventually he got Kwame on his feet and to the door. Just as they were leaving,
Sophia, who’d stayed next to the couch, came towards him. She put her arms
around Mani and repaid his jaw-kiss. She didn’t say anything to her husband,
didn’t touch him.

Kwame woke the next morning knowing that something was wrong. First,
he smelled frying eggs. It’d been so long since he’d wakened to that smell that it
took him a moment to recognize it. Abena had leaned more towards cold cereal
breakfasts for the kids, while Sophia preferred soy products and wheat toast. In
addition, the light in the room was unfamiliar, his head and mouth were fuzzy,
and his bladder felt tighter than a tick at the kennel club. He sat up, automatically
responding to the kidney call. Looking around for an appropriate doorway, he
saw Mani standing over in a little kitchenette. Then he began to remember odds
and ends from the last twenty-four hours. It was embarrassing.
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“Hey man, you decided to come back to life.” Mani was stirring a pot full
of something. Kwame tried to smile hoping that he wasn’t about to throw up on
the rug. Mani looked down at whatever was on the stove. “Toilet’s down the hall
on the right.”
Kwame was back a few minutes later, feeling a little better. His head still
hurt and the more he remembered of the previous day, the more ashamed he
became. But with his bladder empty he felt a little steadier, less stressed. He sat
on a stool at the kitchen counter, not far from the stove. Without asking, Mani
poured a mug of coffee and slid it towards him along with the cream and sugar.
Kwame picked the mug up and just held it, inhaling the strong scent. Finally, he
was able to talk. “Thanks. Thanks for everything.”
“I wasn’t doing anything much last night. Just watching a movie.” Mani
shrugged, then, “here, eat some breakfast.”
Kwame’s stomach and bowels clenched at the thought of those eggs.
“That’s okay. You’ve already done enough for me. I guess I need to think about
getting out of here.”
“You’ll feel better if you have just a little breakfast.” Mani popped bread
into the toaster. Then he spooned some of the oatmeal he’d been cooking into a
bowl. He served the hot cereal and toast to Kwame, who began eating it to be
polite. After the first two or three spoonfuls he developed a deeper interest in the
food.
“You were home too, I guess, but you weren’t in front of the television.”
Mani joked as he began on a plate of eggs and bacon.
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“Naw. Wish I had been.” Kwame thought about what Sophia’d been
saying as she dialed Mani’s number. “I did some things I shouldn’t have.”
“Mmhmm. None of it involved inappropriate use of your hands, did it?”
Mani looked at him carefully while asking.
Kwame’s cup thumped against the counter. “Mani, this is me. As long as
we’ve known each other, how you gonna ask me something like that? You know
that’s not the kind of thing I do.”
“From what I’ve heard, it wouldn’t be the only thing you’ve done lately, that
you don’t usually.”
“Well, like I was telling Sophia, I’m not the only one who’s been
misbehaving.”
“And your point it?”
“So why is Ms. Skinner being welcomed with open arms, while I’m being
treated like …like somebody that my wife needs to be rescued from.”
“Well yesterday, Ms. Skinner had to rescue you from Sheila Burgess.”
“And your point is?” Kwame’s delivery of the words held an anger that
Mani’s hadn’t.
“Anita was doing her best to protect the project that Sophia’s working on.”
Mani spoke calmly.
“Yeah, that’s Sophia’s story.” The hostility segued to bitterness. “But I
can’t afford to support that project. I can’t compete.” Bitterness tinged with selfpity.
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“You were out in the sun doing what you could for Home House when you
thought it might do something for you.”
“Come on, Man, I was trying to do something, trying to make things better.
I’m not saying I’m innocent of all wrongdoing in this mess. But yesterday, I was
trying to make things better.”
Mani stood up and took his plate to the sink. After rinsing it, he returned
and looked at Kwame for a while. “Listen,” he said at last, “speaking of people
doing things that they don’t usually, I have a question.”
“Yeah?” Kwame sipped his coffee, feeling nervous.
“I’ve known Anita Skinner longer than I’ve known you. We were in junior
high and high school together. In all that time as far as I know, she’s never
chased one of Sophia’s fellows. She gets around some, but she never has
caused trouble with her friends, not this kind of trouble. So what happened?
What changed?” Mani went silent, waiting for an answer.
Kwame didn’t have an answer to give. He sat silent for a long time.
Finally he got up to take his dishes to the sink. He washed his bowl, slowly,
letting beads of water bounce against the ceramic, dashing away little crumbs of
oatmeal. Then he held the coffee mug under the stream, watching the stains
clearing away. Finally there was nothing else to do and he turned to face Mani
who said, “Tell me about it.”
“Not much to tell,” Kwame said at last. He was still feeling queasy, but
something heavy and painful shifted away from him as he spoke. “I’m the one
who went after her. You satisfied?”
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“Not really,” Mani shook his head. “Again, doesn’t sound like the person
I’ve known all these years. What changed?”
“I guess I decided to act like I was the man in Sophia’s life.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Mani asked.
Kwame walked back to his stool and sat down. “For the last little while,
every time I turned around Anita Skinner was at the house. She and Sophia
would sit up together making their big plans, talking their secret talk, getting all
excited about something that I wasn’t a part of.”
“So maybe you weren’t a part of it because you didn’t want to be a part of
it,” Mani suggested.
“What I wanted was for things to go back to normal.”
“Things hardly ever go back,” Mani said. “You know, Home House was
mainly Sophia’s idea from the first. Now she’s moving forward with it. I guess
the people she wants around her are the people who’re moving forward with her.”
“Well then she doesn’t want me.” Kwame felt tired. “I can’t afford to be
part of that trip.”
“You know, I really wish you’d stop saying that,” Mani declared. “You act
like you’re the only one in Stonewall who’s struggling. In this economy, if we
waited until we could afford it, we’d never get started.” He paused. “I don’t see
what that has to do with you and Anita.”
“I don’t really see it either,” Kwame said after awhile. “I walked into the
house that day and they were both sitting on the floor just about naked. Like
they’d forgotten there was somebody with a johnson who might walk in on them.”
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“They weren’t expecting you.”
“Right. They weren’t expecting me.” Pause. “Sophia wasn’t thinking
about me.”
“So you decided to make your presence felt.”
“It sounds really ugly when you say it like that.” Kwame smiled wryly.
“It was an ugly thing to do.”
“I know.”
“And you don’t feel any different about it, do you?” Mani spoke slowly and
softly. “You’re still mad at Anita Skinner and Home House for taking all you
wife’s attention.”
“Okay. It makes me sound like an asshole hearing you say it out loud like
that.”
“Hell. You know what John says in the Bible.”
“What?”
“Know the truth and it will make you free.”
“True that,” Kwame looked at the other man. “But first it will piss you off.”
Mani stared at him, shocked. Then he began to laugh. Kwame laughed
too, the weight he’d been living with, the one that had shifted earlier, moved
again. It didn’t disappear, but it wasn’t choking him now, either.
“Sophia used to say that. She said it was a church joke.” He smiled,
remembering.
“Brother, I’m going to ask you to do something that you don’t want to.”
Mani spoke up, interrupting the call of the good old days.
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“Yeah?” Kwame asked.
“Yeah. I want you to go away for awhile.”
“What are you talking about?” Kwame frowned. “I’m just starting to try to
get back in.”
“I know. Home House is just starting too. We need Sophia and Anita both
to stay on focus right now.”
“Are you really asking me to give up trying to straighten things out with my
wife for the sake of your kiddy center?”
“Actually, I’m asking you to act like you love the woman. Act like you want
her to be happy and achieve her goals.”
“Is that how you see it?” Kwame asked.
“Yes.” Mani replied, nodding. “This is something she’s made a lot of
sacrifices for. She wants it to work. Give her space to make that happen.”
The queasy feeling was back in Kwame’s stomach. “And you think that
once you all get this center on its feet, she’ll have time for me?”
“I don’t know,” Mani answered. “Listen. The other day, didn’t you say that
the last time you saw your son he’d cut his hair?”
“Yeah.”
And he hadn’t said anything to you about it?”
“Came as a complete surprise.” Kwame shook his head, wondering what
this had to do with getting Sophia back.
“Maybe you need to spend more time with him. Keep up with what he’s
doing.”
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“Last time I saw him, he didn’t seem eager to have me around.”
“Nothing’s going to get better if you just let it slide,” Mani said.
“Yeah.” Kwame bit his lip, thinking.
Mani began moving around the kitchen, cleaning up a little. He was
thinking that if Kwame made an effort to spend more time with his son, he’d be
showing an interest in redeeming the young people. That might catch Sophia’s
attention. Mani didn’t say this aloud. Chasing a woman, even your own wife,
wasn’t a good reason to show an interest in your own child.
“He’s got some cousins in Lee that he hasn’t seen since he was a baby,”
Kwame said at last. “The folk usually get together for Labor Day. Maybe I could
pick him and his sister up for a long weekend.” That weight budged a bit more
and Kwame looked at Mani hopefully.
“Good idea,” Mani nodded calmly. “Good idea.” He felt like he was
already beginning to work on the Home House mission.

.
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Chapter 18
“I made the second payment on this property today,” Anita announced to
the gathered clan. “It is now all ours.”
It was a week later. They were sitting around the table in the front room.
Anita stood at the end of the table, near the fire place. She spoke in her usual
dispassionate, business-like voice. But, seated next to her, Sophia could detect
the victorious smugness always there when Nita announced these surprise
triumphs.
Sophia rested her elbows on the table and folded her hands together,
looking around the room. Some of the board members looked shocked, but it
wasn’t the happy astonishment that often followed Nita’s thunderclaps.
“I read where the federal authorities arrested Jeremy Slack last week.” It
was Deka who brought up what was on everyone’s mind. Maybe, Sophia
thought, the healer felt that there might be a need for her services right then. “I
thought they’d impounded all of his assets.”
“Perhaps so,” Anita maintained her calm façade. “However, I met with Mr.
Slack two weeks ago and withdrew all of our investment and earnings.”
“Some brothers and sisters weren’t so lucky.” Portia Norris spoke up,
giving voice to the communal guilt. Like most ponzi schemes, this one had
depended on the operator bilking the people most likely to trust him. When
Portia said, “Brothers and sisters” she wasn’t talking, this time, about a global
community of brown-skinned people. She was thinking of the people who’d
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listened to the schemer personally and found something about him that they
could identify with and trust.
People that the folk sitting at the table at Home House might know
personally. A teacher at the same school, a programmer or manager in the next
office. A fellow church member or sorority sister might have lost a new car or a
part of their child’s college tuition on this scheme.
Sophia felt like the worse sort of scavenger, fattening up on the remains of
her own kin. Most of the others were feeling the same way. She’d known most
of them for years, had grown up with some. She could tell by the shamed,
unhappy faces what they thought of the things that had been done – in their
names – to pay the bills.
Sophia took a deep breath, getting herself back into the moment, back into
the role of leader. She glanced at Nita still holding on to the piece of paper that
she’d waved as a war trophy a few minutes ago. The financial leader was still in
a relaxed pose, that above-it-all expression still in place. But Sophia thought that
she could see a caged, cornered look in the other woman’s eyes.
Sophia knew that the others had never really thought of Nita as one of
them. Not because of her history as a foul-talking, fist-swinging Skinner girl, lying
down with whoever asked her. It was the woman who she was now that they
doubted. Most of them had paid a good price for a seat at this table. But they
considered themselves part of the working class. Not the ruling class. Nita was
part of the working class too. They all knew that. But she was closer to being
that other kind of person than anyone else there.
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And now she was making them act like that sort – people who profited
from the hard luck of others. It had been bad enough when they’d worried about
their own money. But now it was as if they were using the misfortune of others to
finance their dream. Their distrust of Anita had been a muddy, underground
river, flowing across all of the group’s financial decisions. Now the feelings
watered by that stream emerged on the faces turned towards the woman holding
up the property title.
“Every one who invests in this type of thing knows how risky it can be.”
Sophia rested her chin on her hand and looked casually at a window. The others
at the table looked at her, hoping, she knew, for reassurance.
“We took as big a gamble as the others did.” Sophia kept staring into
space, but at the edges of her vision she saw Mani looking thoughtful and Ifay
nodding. She knew that she had a better chance of convincing them of their own
decency than Nita did. And these people needed to believe in the inalienable
rightness of this project if they were to keep it going.
“Yeah, right.” Sheila’s scorn sounded across the table. “As if they all had
the same information that she did.” Sheila was obviously referring to Nita.
“Yes, we were fortunate to have an expert in our camp.” Sophia turned
and smiled at Anita. The secret, scared look gave way to intense, underplayed
gratitude. Sophia tamped down the want to respond to it. “Home House is
ready to move on to the next stage.”
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There was another silence. Sophia didn’t know if the others were thinking
over her words or astonished that she was speaking up in Anita’s defense.
Probably some of both, she thought.
“All right, all right.” After awhile Mani’s voice boomed out. Sophia didn’t
know who started the clapping. It was soon taken up by everyone except Sheila.
The room relaxed after that. They talked for awhile about who’d be using which
room for what, establishing new rules, and plans to raise more money.
The discussions continued after the meeting ended. Ojo and Mani walked
out of the room discussing security issues. Ifay and Sheila went next, still
debating the place for delinquents in the program. After packing her satchel,
Deka seemed to remember something and ran from the room calling Ifay’s name.
No one invited Sophia to join them. She was left in the room with no one
except Anita.
The other woman smiled tentatively. Sophia didn’t smile back. She
walked from the room alone, headed for her empty house.
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